From human to human(e): an educator's reflexive narrative journeying by Rajoo, Neeranjini
 FROM HUMAN TO HUMAN(E): 
AN EDUCATOR’S REFLEXIVE NARRATIVE 
JOURNEYING 
 
NEERANJINI RAJOO 
 
Submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the 
degree of Master of Education in the Faculty of Education at the 
Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University. 
 
 
6 December 2013 
Supervisor: Prof Dalene M Swanson 
 
2 
 
DEDICATION 
To all educationists  
who transcend oppressive regimes  
thus creating  
hope and liberation. 
_________ 
This dissertation is also dedicated 
 to the memory of our beloved Madiba,  
Nelson Rolihlahla Mandela,  
champion of freedom, non-racialism, 
 justice, human dignity, forgiveness, peace,  
and equal education 
 and opportunity for all.  
May his courageous activism, 
 conviction, grace,  
and indomitable spirit 
 live with us all forever.     
 
 
 
 
                                                 
 
 
3 
 
EXPRESSION OF GRATITUDE 
My heartfelt gratitude to Professor Dalene Swanson, who so graciously took me under 
her wing, sheltered me from storms and pointed me to my true North, whilst providing 
gentle support and guidance. You are a superb humane human being whom I am 
blessed to call my friend. Your unwavering faith in me and unconditional love is 
admirable and appreciated. You are an angel who carried me on gilded wings. This 
dissertation is the fruit of your unstinting love and patience. I am humbled by your faith 
in me.  
I sincerely thank my two daughters, Yashoda and Mayuri, for their assiduous love and 
support. It is your faith in my capabilities as a mother that carried me in my darkest 
hours. Your commitment to walking beside me in seeing this research reach fruition is 
applauded. Thank you for being blessings in my life and for teaching me about becoming 
a humane human. Your insightful discussion and abstract thinking ensured clarity of 
thought from diverse perspectives. To Chloe and Tumbles, our puppies and my 
“bodyguards” for their constant companionship, especially in the wee hours of the 
morning. 
My friend, Navie, and family – I feel honoured that you chose to share your life with 
mine. Thank you for adding joy, love, laughter and wisdom amidst the cautions. You 
have been a pillar of strength and as Oprah Winfrey says, “True friends walk in when 
the rest of the world walks out”. You have certainly lived up to that and I am constantly 
amazed by your love and support. You are an excellent expression of grace and humility. 
To my close friends and family who steered this once wayward ship to port, I am truly 
indebted to you for being my “beacons of hope”. Your kindness, humaneness and 
generosity is applauded and I acknowledge your guidance and support. 
My heartfelt gratitude is extended to all the people who so readily supported this 
research. Your generous advice, valuable insights and humility have been an inspiration 
to me. I am humbled by your openness and hope that the favours bestowed upon me be 
returned to you a hundred fold. You are true gems and your spirit of trust and love is 
admirable. I hope that you feel proud and that I did your life experiences justice when 
you read this dissertation. 
 
4 
 
SUMMARY 
From human to human(e) is an exploration of ways of coming to understand what it 
means to be(come) human and to belong  (Vanier, 2003) while living and working as an 
educator in a disadvantaged community. 
In this sense, the purpose of this dissertation is the exploration of understanding what it 
might mean to be a ‘Foundation Phase’ (Primary/Elementary School) educator in a 
context of constructed poverty and disadvantage (Swanson 2004), thereby contributing 
to the field of education in this area, whilst embracing a practice of freedom and 
fostering apertures of hope and transcendence.  
This  reflexive, rhizomatic narrative journeying (ibid) attempts to reach out to humanity 
via an interdisciplinary and arts-based approach that attempts to address concerns of 
inequity and pedagogical in-access and evokes the spiritual, emotive and philosophical 
in drawing attention to the ethical irresponsibility and socio-spiritual repercussions of 
ignoring social disadvantage in education. 
It includes inherences and impressions of humaneness in education. It seeks both 
introspection and insight into what ‘the human condition’ might mean to a just and 
robust education of children. In this sense, it is a personal inquiry as reflexive narrative 
journeying (ibid) based on twenty seven years of teaching in a primary school in a 
vulnerable and economically-impoverished community in the province of KwaZulu 
Natal in South Africa. 
As a writing-as-inquiry journeying, I engage with ‘critical rhizomatic narrative’ 
methodology (Swanson, 2004) as it resonates with the explorations of lived experiences 
that pertain to emotions, feelings, values and spirituality and because it enables a 
process of seeking what it might mean to be(come) human(e).   
This study is a philosophical rhizomatic narrative rendering which is an approach 
to(wards) understandings of personal growth and spirituality through understanding 
the various emergent journeys of life and the meanings that we can elicit from them to 
become more human and thus more humane.  
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT 
From human to human(e) is an exploration of ways of coming to understand what it 
means to be(come) human and to belong  (Vanier, 2003) while living and working as an 
educator in a disadvantaged community.  
In this sense, the purpose of this dissertation is the exploration of understanding what it 
might mean to be a ‘Foundation Phase’ educator in a context of constructed poverty and 
disadvantage (Swanson 2004), thereby contributing to the field of education in this 
area, whilst embracing a practice of freedom and fostering apertures of hope and 
transcendence.  
This  reflexive, rhizomatic narrative journeying (ibid) attempts to reach out to humanity 
via an interdisciplinary and arts-based approach that attempts to address concerns of 
inequity and pedagogical in-access and evokes the spiritual, emotive and philosophical 
in drawing attention to the ethical irresponsibility and socio-spiritual repercussions of 
ignoring social disadvantage in education. 
It includes inherences and impressions of humaneness in education. It seeks both 
introspection and insights into what ‘the human condition’ might mean to a just and 
robust education of children. In this sense, it is a personal inquiry as reflexive narrative 
journeying (ibid) based on twenty seven years of teaching in a primary school in a 
vulnerable and economically-impoverished community in the province of KwaZulu-
Natal in South Africa. 
As a writing-as-inquiry journeying, I engage with ‘critical rhizomatic narrative’ 
methodology (Swanson, 2004) as it resonates with the explorations of lived experiences 
that pertain to emotions, feelings, values and spirituality and because it enables a 
process of seeking what it might mean to be(come) human(e).   
This study is a philosophical rhizomatic narrative rendering which is an approach 
to(wards) understandings of personal growth and spirituality through understanding 
the various emergent journeys of life and the meanings that we can elicit from them to 
become more human and thus more humane. 
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The subtheme that I engage with is narrative methodology as reflexive exploration and 
writing-as-narrative. Deleuzian rhizomes (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) create moments 
of imaginative play and narrative possibility, drawing on critical rhizomatic narrative 
methodology (Swanson, 2004). Thematic threads or filaments that are explored are 
Ubuntu as embodied and spiritual expression, the practice of freedom, transformative 
pedagogy, creating apertures of hope (Dunlop, 2008) and deficit as gift. 
This dissertation reflects an innovative inquiry that does not commit to positivist or 
post-positivist research approaches premised on traditional social science research 
hinged on the Scientific Method. Traditional research categories, such as ‘data 
collection’, ‘analysis’, ‘conclusion’, distinct from other processes of inquiry, reflexivity, 
theoretical rendering, narratizing and writing do not apply to this post-
foundational/arts-based research methodology, which while still not common, is now 
well understood and mainstreamed in the international qualitative social science field. 
This dissertation includes footnotes and endnotes, the latter being referenced as 
“Rhizomatic Conversations”. Each has specific narrative function. The footnotes are 
ordered alphabetically and the Rhizomatic Conversations, following conceptualisation of 
the ‘critical rhizomatic methodology’, are numerically ordered. The footnotes provide 
explanations of literal meanings or translations of local parlance or context, whilst the 
Rhizomatic Conversations engage in further ramified discussions or dialogue, similar to 
Deleuzian “lines of flight” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987), about a particular theme, idea, 
thread or filament of many possible filaments. The Rhizomatic Conversations, therefore, 
point to the acknowledgement of complexity, the entry point to a rhizomatic movement, 
or a “moment of articulation” (Swanson, 2004).   
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YOU 
Dark, hollow vacant eyes 
In fathomless oceans of turbulence 
Look up beseechingly 
To the horizon 
Fervently praying …perhaps hoping 
For a hint of gentleness. 
Like a C.C.TV camera 
They track and record your every move, 
Hoping for understanding and compassion. 
They love you unconditionally, 
Despite the harsh physical abuse 
And derogatory tongue lashings. 
All they ask in return is a 
Gentle touch, a kind word and your patience, 
For they are symbols of our country’s violence, 
A situation beyond their control. 
To be kind and loving costs nothing, 
You alone have the POWER 
To make or break this desolate soul. 
It’s your prerogative, 
A decision to be made in your soul. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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                                     GLANCING THROUGH THE PORTHOLE 
Totally oblivious about the explosion about to unfold,  
I rock my eighteen month old daughter to sleep.  
When she doses off, 
 I gently place her on the bed and 
 attend to her sibling who is three years old. 
At first glance he looks the same.  
The same clothes, attire and demeanour.  
However, when you looked into his eyes, 
 you can see an inferno of emotions threatening 
 to explode and break free. 
The eyes are the windows to the soul and always speak the truth. 
‘I don’t love you anymore’ he uttered. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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“Weakness, recognised, accepted, and offered, is at  
the heart of belonging” 
                                                              JEAN VANIER (1998, p. 40) 
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CHARTING THE COURSE 
Following the critical rhizomatic and reflexive narrative methodology of Dalene Swanson 
(2004), this dissertation is thematically made up of four sections denoted as nautical miles. 
Each mile begins with a preface which allows the reader to become familiar with that leg of 
my journey. It also gives the reader some idea or insight as to what would unfold. It can be 
likened to the entries in a captain’s log or journal. I have used nautical terms to highlight my 
journey as there is always the presence of a lighthouse as a guiding force providing 
illumination, highlighting dangers as well as providing a sense of direction and hope. 
Nautical Milea 1: An Introduction – The Crossroadsb 
This section concerns itself with the decisions taken at the crossroads of life. It highlights the 
obstacles or challenges that I might face, as well as what (cap)abilities I would have to 
acquire to assist me in navigating my valiant journey. As the right cartographic map for the 
journey is important, the advantages and constraints of using a narrative-based methodology 
for my research are discussed here. This discussion offers insights into my reasoning behind 
using this form of narrative for my research. Human(e)ness is the underlying and overlaying 
theme that sets a particular tone for engagement in this dissertation, but it is also the threshold 
of debate. This debate seeks to grapple with what characterises humanness, and casts a net 
into the waters of compassion, empathy, kindness and understanding in their importance as 
exceptional attributes of humanness that prove immensely advantageous in a disadvantaged 
community. This Buddhist notion of “loving kindness” allows the learner to flourish and 
blossom. The theme of deficit as gift will be explored via the lived realities of my learners 
and the community. Understanding deficit as gift, I believe, allows one to face one’s fears, 
which in turn liberates one from chaos, drawing on Nussbaum’s (1997) practical reason 
                                                          
a A unit for measuring distances at sea, equal to 1852 metres. 
b This is an intersection of two or more roads. In this context it is a double entendre in that it also refers to a point 
at which a crucial decision is to be made that will have far reaching consequences. 
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theory of human choice. My own vulnerability as an individual going through the trauma of 
divorce provided the catalyst to become ‘open’ and critically reflect on myself as an educator 
and a human. This led to profound introspection and culminated in a more humane approach 
to my learners. 
Nautical Mile 2: Theoretical Discussion – Finding my Inner Compass 
This section relates to finding deeper meaning and spirituality, seeking clarity of thought and 
action, and looking through the spyglass towards my horizon. It unfolds the journey I have 
carefully mapped out. The theme of love is explored. The narrative looks at how love 
transforms what is possible and moves us closer to a common humanity, which then leads to 
liberation. This link of love, forgiveness and personal liberation (Vanier, 1998) is thus 
explored. The interdependency of individuals is highlighted and mutual bonds are developed 
and strengthened. ‘Apertures of hope’ (Dunlop, 2008) and the ‘practice of freedom’ 
(hooks,1994) become critical concepts for understanding and promoting a spirituality and 
philosophy of teaching and wellbeing that fosters a critical, reflective thinking, as well as 
transcendence, hope, dignity and possibility.   
Nautical Mile 3: Deficit as Gift – Beacons of Light 
This section relates to my realisation that by weathering the storm well, you will always be 
rewarded with a rainbow. It also highlights rhizomatic dialogue and curriculum and seeks to 
give “voice” (Swanson, 2004; Charmaz, & Mitchell, 1997) to marginalised learners, 
acknowledging them and giving them presence and respect. 
‘Wish come true’: this narrative rendering gives a reflexive account of a learner’s deficit 
which allowed her to attain a dream that otherwise would be lingering just beyond her reach. 
It addresses progressiveness in education and shows how this can contribute positively to 
constructed deficits in a socio-economically poor area. 
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Nautical Mile 4: Closing the Circle – Realising dreams  
This section relates to building ‘collaborative relationships’ (Jeanie Cockrell, 2008, p. 201), 
which help sustain the learners and the community simultaneously. At this juncture, 
“apertures of hope” (Rishma Dunlop, 2008, p. 61) are created and I pause to reflect on the 
bridges that have been built or burnt whilst on this journey. It also seeks to reflect the varied 
relationships and bonds that have been intertwined with my life. It’s a time to pause, gather 
my thoughts and impressions and look into the distant past to see how far I have travelled. It 
allows opportunities for humanity to come together, fuse, link, combine, blend and emerge 
stronger and wiser with a new synergy to bring meaning and understanding. This brings new 
meaning to the way lives I have encountered are shaped and it enables the creation of new, 
emerging identities. It is a time to reflect and show appreciation and gratitude to the 
individuals that have been of instrumental importance in guiding my once wayward ship to 
the port of destination. 
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The Great Dictator1's Speech 
I’m sorry, but I don’t want to be an emperor. That’s not my business. I don’t want to 
rule or conquer anyone. I should like to help everyone – if possible – Jew, Gentile – 
black man – white. We all want to help one another. Human beings are like that. 
We want to live by each other’s happiness – not by each other’s misery. We don’t 
want to hate and despise one another. In this world there is room for everyone. And 
the good earth is rich and can provide for everyone. The way of life can be free and 
beautiful, but we have lost the way. 
Greed has poisoned men’s souls, has barricaded the world with hate, and has 
goose-stepped us into misery and bloodshed. We have developed speed, but we have 
shut ourselves in. Machinery2 that gives abundance has left us in want. Our 
knowledge has made us cynical. Our cleverness, hard and unkind. We think too 
much and feel too little. More than machinery we need humanity. More than 
cleverness we need kindness and gentleness. Without these qualities, life will be 
violent and all will be lost.... 
 The aeroplane and the radio have brought us closer together. The very nature of 
these inventions cries out for the goodness in men – cries out for universal 
brotherhood – for the unity of us all. Even now my voice is reaching millions 
throughout the world – millions of despairing men, women, and little children – 
victims of a system that makes men torture and imprison innocent people. 
To those who can hear me, I say – do not despair. The misery that is now upon us is 
but the passing of greed – the bitterness of men who fear the way of human 
progress. The hate of men will pass, and dictators die, and the power they took 
from the people will return to the people. And so long as men die, liberty will never 
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perish. ..... Soldiers! Don’t give yourselves to brutes – men who despise you – 
enslave you – who regiment your lives – tell you what to do – what to think and 
what to feel! Who drill you – diet you – treat you like cattle, use you as cannon 
fodder. Don’t give yourselves to these unnatural men – machine men with machine 
minds and machine hearts! You are not machines! You are not cattle! You are men! 
You have the love of humanity in your hearts! You don’t hate! Only the unloved hate 
– the unloved and the unnatural! Soldiers! Don’t fight for slavery! Fight for liberty! 
In the 17th Chapter of St Luke it is written: “the Kingdom of God is within man” – 
not one man nor a group of men, but in all men! In you! You, the people have the 
power – the power to create machines. The power to create happiness! You, the 
people, have the power to make this life free and beautiful, to make this life a 
wonderful adventure. 
Then – in the name of democracy – let us use that power – let us all unite. Let us 
fight for a new world – a decent world that will give men a chance to work – that 
will give youth a future and old age a security. By the promise of these things, 
brutes have risen to power. But they lie! They do not fulfil that promise. They never 
will! 
Dictators free themselves but they enslave the people! Now let us fight to fulfil that 
promise! Let us fight to free the world – to do away with national barriers – to do 
away with greed, with hate and intolerance. Let us fight for a world of reason, a 
world where science and progress will lead to all men’s happiness. Soldiers! In the 
name of democracy, let us all unite! 
Transcribed from the movie The Great Dictator (1942):  
www.charliechaplin.com/en/synopsis/.../29-The-Great-Dictator-s-Speech 
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1This excerpt is taken from the 1942 movie entitled The Great Dictator. This movie 
was written, directed and starred in by Charlie Chaplin. It was one of the first 
movies in this genre post silent movies. 
Inherently, and substantiated by my Hindu faith, (yet I actively embrace the 
goodness within all religions), I believe that all of us are on this earth for a purpose. 
We generally want to be “good” but may get distracted along our way. From a 
rationalist Enlightenment perspective, as the human race we are considered superior 
to animals as we have been endowed with the ‘faculty of reason’ and the capacity for 
virtue and understanding. From another perspective, understanding ourselves 
ecologically, we, as one of a species along with other forms of biological life, have 
capacity for wellbeing and mutualism. Either through understanding ourselves as 
having the Enlightenment capacity for reason and ethical understanding, or through 
understanding ourselves as one small interconnected part of the network of Earth’s 
eco-systems, we are responsible for the wellbeing of others and of ‘the whole’ of 
ecological life. We, as humans, can live harmoniously together, but competition and 
greed has deluded us and made enemies and rivals of family, friends and foe alike. 
We are quick to judge others who may look or act differently from us, yet they may 
be important to our own wellbeing as part of the ecological whole, and have the 
right and potential to be(come) successful, however that can be variously 
constituted. 
2 The very inventions and technology that were supposed to liberate us, has trapped 
and caged us in. I believe we have lost our heart and kindness in the name of 
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acquiring material possessions and personal power. These are perhaps the effects of 
global capitalism, not only on populations but on individuals, not only on our minds 
and bodies but on our hearts and souls as well. Chaplin speaks of “machine men 
with machine hearts” and urges us to look for the love of humanity. It is only when 
we extend a helping hand and we open ourselves to listening and learning from 
others that we will be able to free ourselves from this mechanistic bondage. I believe 
we have the magic in our hands and hearts to create a mutualistic community if we 
free ourselves from narrow-minded thoughts and ideas. I believe that with courage 
and conviction and necessary learned humility, in deference to the latent capacities 
of others, we can break the shackles of our mechanistic bondage, bondage to the 
material, and free ourselves and our souls. With conviction we can require the 
necessary tenacity to practice freedom. We can rough storms and take flight. We can 
soar with the eagles.  
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“I am a teacher  
Full of the spirit of hope”   
                     Paulo Freire (1998, p. 94) 
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NAUTICAL MILE ONE 
AT THE CROSSROADS 
Bereft… I stand at this juncture 
A solitary figure I cast 
Which route do I take? 
As far as the vast horizon stretches 
A black, despairing, darkness enshrouds me, 
Which threatens to consume my soul 
And makes me falter in my step 
BUT…. 
Despite these blackened clouds hanging over my being, 
I feel a minuscule, yet tangible shaft of light 
That threatens to seep into my desolate heart. 
With mixed emotions I consider my plight 
Left… Right...Forward… or Back. 
My trembling feet threaten to falter 
And are tempted to take the easy way out. 
The easy way or God’s way… 
A strenuous tug-o-war ensues 
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Pushing and pulling, winning and losing 
Till spiritual thought and emotion enters the murky arena 
I listen to my omnipresent inner voice 
Emboldened and trusting 
I embark on the ‘road less travelled’, 
To chart a map to take me to my God-given destination. 
Although darkness, desperation and despair is my very essence 
I feel an awakening in my restless soul, and a faint sense of hope. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
22 
 
ENTERING THE JOURNEY 
I enter this journey with some intent, yet not knowing fully as to where it will lead. It is, in 
the end, a journey, and journeys can be plotted and planned, but they may never arrive fully 
at the destination and along the way and within the allotted time expected. My research is an 
enquiry through writing as a journey and of my journey, whilst the writing is also the 
narrativizing journey itself. As Swanson (2004) illuminates in underwriting her use of 
‘critical rhizomatic narrative’1 or ‘critical reflexive narrative’ methodology, through a process 
of ‘writing towards narrative’. She expresses:  
Even as the narrative traveller is always-already-narratizing, so she is interpellated, in 
the Althusserian (1971) sense, into a new subjectivity. This subject positioning is 
recruitment from one of experiencing narrative to experiencing-narrative-as-writing. 
In this sense, narrativity expresses its own temporality and its always-already-
development towards narrative and ever-greater-engagement with narrative as 
written-and-experienced. In this way, narrativity is not a static state, but a continuous 
way of knowing and becoming. (p.30) 
 
It is this process and methodological approach which I now take in my own work here, and 
carry along on and with and as my journey, finding a root to the meanings and 
understandings of humanness and humaneness through my lived experiences2 of being and 
(re)be(coming) as on-going and always being reinvented and relived as an educator in a 
community of constructed poverty3 and disadvantage. As Swanson (ibid) notes: 
Fragmentation and growth are necessary constituents of learning, so that the 
pedagogic journey is not monotone and ‘seamless’ but always encountering obstacles, 
overcoming challenges, changing forms through greater illumination and an emergent 
process of coming to be. This is evident in the changes of writing style and tone. My 
intention is to show growth in the pedagogic journey. (p. 30) 
 
As I use the Deleuzian notion of rhizomes as threads and fragments of stories and narrative 
imagination, my thoughts take many “lines of flight” (Deleuze and Guatari, 1987) and 
philosophical pathways of possible meaning(s), like propagating filaments, so that I use 
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‘rhizomatic conversations’ within and through and from my narrativizing, as informed by 
Swanson’s (2004) ‘critical rhizomatic narrative’ methodological approach.  
Interspersed with excerpts of narrative from elsewhere, collected poetry and quoted wisdoms 
that have influenced who I am and how I engage with the world, I continue my journey as I 
inquire through and into seeking my lived narrative pathway of humaneness and becoming 
human. A change of font connotes a change of scene, genre, mood, style, meaning, thread or 
“line of flight” (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987) as the narrative writing directs and performs the 
journey. 
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Missing person 
… 
One day I learnt 
A secret art, 
Invisibleness, it was called. 
I think it worked 
As even now you look 
But never see me… 
Only my eyes will remain to watch and to haunt, 
And to turn your dreams into chaos 
- Adil Jussawalla (1976) 
www.poetryinternationalweb.net/pi/site/item/id/2714 
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                   Excerpt from the Captain’s log 
Entry One 
In the dusky dawn, I sense the outline of the children who are converging towards the school 
gate. Their shadowy blurred images look like the ghosts wafting through the semi-darkness. 
As the rain pelts down hard quenching the parched earth and soaking their threadbare 
uniforms onto their slight frames, the gates of the schoolyard swing open. The gates seem to 
sing a hymn of welcome and familiarity to these learners as they enter into the schoolyard. A 
sigh of relief is expelled when the learners see the approach of my vehicle, as it is only 
twenty past six in the morning, and yet the children are already at school. 
With hair slicked back onto their heads, the children rush to assist me with my school bag and 
lesson files. Despite their sodden clothes and makeshift raincoats the children want to carry 
my books and bags from the car park to my classroom. 
“Don’t worry, Lindani”, I say. “You are getting wet and you will get sick. Then your granny 
will have to take you to the doctor”. 
‘Mam, I want to help you”, he replies. “You not only teach us mam, you also love us”. 
I allow him to carry some of my belongings so that he is not disappointed. 
The wisdom I have learnt is that the bond is strengthened when you are able to love your 
students unconditionally, when we are able to connect heart-to-heart and be open to look 
beyond the outward appearance only. Inherent in all of us is the desire to be seen and heard 
and to know that despite the challenges or obstacles in our path, there is someone who 
believes in us and trusts that we are of value. 
As humans we all have similar needs and the refining growth process is only possible when 
we feel accepted and understood. It is through these innocent children, with their insightful 
perspectives, love, and humility that I have grown in many aspects of my personal and 
professional life. We are all weak and vulnerable and it is from this powerful source of 
weakness that our most profound growth is possible. But weakness can also be a source of 
anger for some. 
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Entry Two 
I am remembering in my mind’s eye….. 
“You are dumb and stupid. I don’t want to see your stupid face in front of me”, Mrs Dlamini 
shouts as Priya cowers away from her. Mrs Dlamini towers over the tiny Priya as she slinks 
silently towards her desk. Her eyes are downcast and she struggles to see the chair clearly as 
tears of embarrassment threaten to spill over. She stumbles and falls to the floor, as she 
misses the seat of her chair. There is hysterical laughter from the rest of the students and this 
hilarity is only punctuated by the booming voice of Mrs Dlamini when she sarcastically says: 
“You are so stupid that you cannot even find your chair”, her rotund belly heaves like the 
rolling waves crashing on the shore with each burst of laughter. She is joined in unison by the 
students who fear her oppressive presence and would rather toe the line than bear the wrath of 
this teacher. 
Diminutive Priya mutely accepts the scathing remarks and jeering by being silent and trying 
to become invisible. When you peer into her visage, you bear witness to the atrocious scars 
and lashings left by insensitive adults who are tasked with being role models and entrusted 
with the ‘noble’ title of being an educator. I am certain that Mrs Dlamini would soon forget 
this transgression as insignificant, but the welts left on vulnerable Priya are embodied and 
deep. 
I strongly believe that our present curriculum only caters for the academically affluent and 
views correct answers as competence. This “competence” is valued and as a nation I believe 
that we are heading for a meltdown. With the monitoring of educator’s performance against 
the Annual National Assessment and other systemic instruments, educators are force-feeding 
the expected curriculum with little regard to the long term detrimental effect on education.   
Educators, for fear of being reprimanded, window dress to make themselves look successful. 
They insist that they are engaging their students in order to make them the best that they 
could possibly be. Yet in the staffroom or in corridors, out of earshot of the management 
team, they bemoan the academic deficits of their learners. Some educators do the minimum 
yet expect the maximum from their students. 
My vision is to see a nation, where each and every individual is valued and able to achieve 
success at their own unique level. Teaching is a calling, and the qualities of a caring educator 
have the potent potential to make a positive difference in the life of a child. It takes 
27 
 
commitment, dedication and being able to walk that extra mile to see a student reach their full 
potential. 
Entry Three 
My thoughts move on and I peek into the classroom of an educator providing opportunities 
for learners to complete their homework at school after school hours. The room is set with 
long trestle tables and chairs. These learners do not have the table or chairs at home to 
complete their homework. Most of them write on the sand floor of their homes. As a result 
their books become dirty and lines and graphics are shaky or skew. At school they are 
branded as untidy or filthy by some insensitive educators. Thus, the homework support 
programme was conceived, where educators volunteer their time and expertise to assist these 
vulnerable learners. Since this programme is run after school hours, written consent from the 
parents is sought and a register is marked to track and record learner attendance and 
consistency. A light snack is provided by the educators who volunteer for this programme. 
No monetary value is added to the educator’s salary, but the joy experienced when a student 
succeeds is priceless. 
Noel silently enters the classroom. He hangs his broken knapsack on the chair and proceeds 
to the tap to wash his hands before he receives his snack. He is excited, for he notices that 
today he will enjoy a glass of cool-drink, a queen-cake and an orange. After devouring his 
snack, he takes out his language homework. He is having difficulty with understanding 
tenses. 
I gently enquire as to what he does know so that I am able to understand how I can be of 
assistance. 
“Mam, I don’t know when to add an ‘ed’ to a word for the past tense and when to change the 
word completely. It is so confusing and when I ask my teacher, he said that he will show me 
later. But this homework is due tomorrow.” 
I logically show him the patterns in language and he begins to grasp this. I allow him to do 
two sentences on his own, whilst I move on to assist other learners experiencing difficulties. I 
come back to Noel to see if he is coping or needs assistance. He seems to have mastered this 
activity and I caution him about neatness of his work and good penmanship. I tell him that his 
work is a reflection of himself and he must always try to do his best. 
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The learners spend an hour each completing their tasks and we have even identified some 
extremely bright children who are given added enrichment exercises to push the boundaries 
and extend their learning beyond the portals of our school. Our learners are afforded many 
opportunities to enter external contests in mathematics, science, speech and drama, art, essay 
writing, environmental awareness and so on. Many of our learners receive top honours and 
we feature at provincial and even some at national level. These accolades, although 
significant, fade in comparison to a child who has overcome his/her social challenges and 
made a success of his/her life. Working in the community for the past twenty seven years has 
given me the opportunity to witness such success and it is with pride that I share with my 
colleagues that which was once my student who was down-trodden in the race of life.  
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NARRATIVE EXPLORATIONS/EXPLORATIONS OF NARRATIVE 
As humans we love to listen to stories about people’s1 experiences, events actions and 
happenings. The Oxford English dictionary notes that narrative is an ‘account of something’. 
Narrative is basic to our understanding, communication and social interaction. Roland 
Barthes in Sikes and Gale (2006) tells us that “the history of narrative begins with the history 
of humankind. There does not exist, and has never existed a people without narrative” (p. 5).  
We use narrative to make meaning of the world as we interact and perceive it and we use this 
to share our experiences with others. 
As Lyle (2009) notes: 
Understanding praxis as the enactment of my theoretical beliefs about teaching and 
situating it in my own narrative … My goal is to promote reflexive narrative as an 
approach which creates space for others to engage in critical thought that may result 
in wakefulness to alternative ways of knowing ourselves. (p. 294). 
 
Critical reflexive narrative allows me to go back and explore the interactions, events, joys and 
traumas that I have endured which has become so much a part of my being, my life history. I 
am able to look critically at myself and each time I go forward I am deeply aware of insights 
which have shaped and moulded me. I become more self-aware with a deeper understanding 
of myself. This continuous reflectiveness of my prior experiences is a re(de)fining process 
that seeks to unfold and reveal who I am. This ebb and flow of making sense of my 
experiences allows me to use the invaluable insights gained to enhance my praxis as a 
humane educator. As Bourdieu (1997) asserts: “(The researcher) must at all times conduct 
their research with conscious attention to the effects of their own position, their own set of 
internalised structures…” (p. 12). 
In the same way, our own biases cause us to judge people who seem different from us. We 
very often assume certain assumptions because of our past training, experiences or pre-
conceived notions. It is only by continuously reflecting on ourselves that we are able to 
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critically re(de)fine ourselves and our praxes, thus ensuring that our learners receive the best 
possibilities that are available to them.   
Teaching wears many faces or masks2. It is a complex human experience which compels me 
to continuously strive to be(come) better. Through the narratives that have shaped my life, 
my attitudes, choices and values become clearer. These personal anecdotes, vignettes or 
stories have the illuminating power to shape who I am as an educator. 
As Swanson (2004) infers: 
Narrative’s advantage in opening up possibilities for (re)envisioning future society 
within democratic, egalitarian and social justice ideals is clear to those who advance 
its cause, and who live out those possibilities through narrative writing and 
engagement as a means of ‘becoming’ through ‘learning to become’ as a narrative 
journeying. Through literary and poetic device and the emotive power of narrative, 
critical concerns can be embraced, and provoke a range of emotional and intellectual 
sensibilities towards inspiring and enabling critical thought, social  awareness, 
spiritual responsiveness and personal growth (p. 37). 
 
In underwriting and validating her particular use of narrative methodology, Swanson (2004) 
goes on to say: 
Narrativity offers the possibility of flagrantly resisting formulation, and concerns 
itself with the human condition as lived and (re)imagined as its primary focus. It 
embraces creative textural forms that produce pluralized meanings and it breathes life 
and feeling into storied human experiences. Potentially, it desists from serving the 
interests of both positivist/modernist and some post-modern orientations that would 
concern themselves with empiricist tenets of justification, ‘truth’ and form, above 
evocation, empathy, illumination, self-understanding, resonance, and the revisioning3 
of ways of being and living in the world (p. 36). 
 
In exemplifying and justifying her use of ‘critical rhizomatic methodology’, Swanson (ibid) 
also speaks to the internalism inherent in narrative and the imbricated nature of writing, 
inquiry and narrative as an on-going narrativizing journey of exploration and understanding.  
She highlights that narrative truth is internal to the narrative writing, and that it does not “rely 
on external exigencies that would commit it to normative dictates and delimit the possibilities 
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and provocative power of its self-held, but situationally-invoked, meanings”, and  adds that 
“narrative holds its quality and effect in its ‘telling’, ” (p. 36). Finally, she notes that 
“(Narrative) permits the sensate, spiritual, mythological and emotional domains of human 
experience, while valuing the aesthetic, literary/oral, intuitive and interpretive dimensions 
that would honour lived experiences and explanations of the human condition” (ibid.). And in 
how reflexive narrative relates to the role of teaching, Grumet in Lyle (2006) notes that 
“teaching and teacher development are rooted in the personal. Reflexive inquiry involves the 
study of how the personal influences the professional. Cole and Knowles (2000) identify this 
as the autobiographical nature of teaching” (p. 9). 
It is only through careful and critical consideration of my experiences that I am able to make 
assumptions and interrogate those assumptions about situations or events. This narrativizing 
and reflective process allows me to pry open and see inside prejudices or biases that may 
have been hidden from me. This leads me on a journey of self-discovery, synthesis and 
analysis, which causes me to reflect on myself. Clearly, post-reflection, I am not the same as 
pre-reflection. There is dialogue between myself and the other self as an act of consciousness 
and self-conscientisation (Freire, 1970).  I negotiate understandings with myself and others 
but take cognisance of the temporality and fragility of my knowing. As deeper meanings are 
uncovered, my judgements may change. This constant positioning and re-positioning leads to 
emergent growth and multi-dimensional perspectives. There is intertextual engagement or 
dialogue, which allows me to come to new understandings about myself and my attempts to 
share my thoughts and contingent conclusions. 
Reflexive narrative allows me the opportunity to critically engage, mesh with and 
(de)construct a particular experience. This calls upon me to revisit incidents from my past 
that have impacted on my praxis. It challenges me to reflect on my personal learning with 
integrity and personal accountability. 
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Harvey in Lyle (2006) insists that research should not be taken at face value, but interpreted 
within the social and cultural context in which it is engaged. Anderson in Doyle (2007) 
pushes this further and insists that this type of research must take into account the intricate 
relationships between socio-cultural issues that constrain us and the autonomy and human 
agency that we may have to change things in the world. This provides me with the 
opportunity to look outwardly at my personal experience that includes the social and cultural 
facets and the lenses through which I view the world and come to my partial understandings 
of it. I am able to also look inwardly at my vulnerable self and fully understand my strengths, 
weaknesses and opportunities. Ellis and Bochner (2000) say that researchers should “use their 
own experiences in the culture reflexively to bend back on self and look more deeply at self–
other interactions” (p. 740). 
I am able to use my personal experiences and that of others to become better acquainted with 
myself and my praxis. I also seek to understand better the way of life of others that may differ 
from mine with their rich cultural and social diversity. Foucault (1984) posits that “this 
illuminating modernity is not strictly to liberate man in his own being; it compels him to face 
the task of producing himself” (p. 42). I understand by this that we have the power to 
determine how we wish to be in the world, and decide what makes us human, and what that 
should look like.   
I therefore seek to explore the enacted impressions of the narratives and the inherences they 
bring to the fore as a pathway of understanding different identities, cultures, social settings, 
racial differences as well as the spurs of hope and transcendence. These narratives give voice 
to the learners and community whilst providing opportunities for love, care, reciprocity, and 
humbleness to blossom. It allows for hope to transform them from the material world that 
they endure to the surreal one where miracles are possible. Conle (2003) reinforces this by 
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noting that people without stories are people without imagination and vision, people that are 
without hope.  
Narrative opens up possibilities for dialogue between diverse areas of human experience. It 
allows for spiritual and embodied sharing, whilst embracing the relaying of their lived 
experiences. It does not seek to smooth out or tie up all the little loose ends neatly. It is a 
soul-baring experience with contradictions and paradoxes, which is the reality of human life. 
Critical reflexive narrative provokes us to think critically, responsibly and morally, which 
should galvanise us into action that liberates ourselves and those around us. There is 
interconnectedness between the researcher and the lived narratives of the participants. There 
is mutual respect and the narratives shared are deemed sacred, valued and respected but it 
would be naïve of me to think that these narratives alone can change the world (Swanson, 
2004). It would be like trying to kill an elephant with a needle. However, I hope that these 
narratives would serve as a catalyst, which engages us morally, spiritually and critically thus 
adding to a sea of hope and light. To be human, to be ethical, to care about issues of justice, is 
the object of this reflexive narrative writing experience, which brings us to the point of the 
ethical.   
Ethical consideration is an integral aspect of research. Besides the procedural ethics which 
ensures that the correct procedures aree adhered to, the ethics of practice whereby 
unpredictable, subtle or uncomfortable disclosures are made, relational ethics that is the 
‘ethics of care’ is also of importance. Slattery and Rapp (2003) in Ellis (2007), drawing on 
the ethical philosophy of Martin Buber, describe relational ethics as doing what is necessary 
to be “true to one’s character and responsible for one’s actions and their consequences on 
others” (p. 55). Relational ethics recognises and values mutual respect, dignity, and 
connectedness between the researcher and the researched, and between researchers and the 
communities in which they live and work (Lincoln, 1995, p. 287; see also Brooks, 2006; 
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Reason, 1993; Tierney, 1993). It requires that, as researchers, we need to act ethically from 
the values enshrined in our hearts. For me, my belief is ‘first do no harm.’ We need to 
recognise and acknowledge our interpersonal bonds that we share and our ethical 
responsibility so that we act in a humane, non-exploitative way within the responsibilities of 
being a researcher. As a researcher, I must also be mindful of the way I treat the participants 
and also the fact that as a researcher I have “authority over what gets said and done” 
(Clandinin and Connelly, 1994, p. 422), which highlights the responsibility of the researcher 
in being ethical with participants’ stories and life experiences.   
Writing about intimate others requires that we act ethically, think things through, write and 
rewrite, and anticipate the consequences of our research on their lives. There is no one set of 
rules as the participants and relationships are diverse and varied. As Arthur Frank (2004) in 
Ellis (2007) says: 
We do not act on principles that hold for all times. We act as best we can at that 
particular time, guided by certain stories that speak to that time, and other people’s 
dialogical affirmation that we have chosen the right stories…The best any of us can 
do is to tell one another our stories of how we have made choices and set priorities. 
By remaining open to other people’s responses to our moral maturity and emotional 
honesty… we engage in the unfinalized dialogue of seeking the good (p. 191-192). 
(p.23) 
 
It may be possible that the researcher – participant relationship may grow deeper or it may 
fizzle out. Either way if you act morally, responsibly and ethically in the given situation then 
this is critical to the research relationship. Writing these difficult stories is a gift that offers 
opportunities for the making meaning and sense of our world, to help heal or grow stronger 
or wiser from our painful experiences; to grow from our ‘woundedness’ as humans. 
Narrative inquiry is not risk-proof. There have been criticisms around the subject of 
narcissism and solipsism. As the final authority or ‘voice’ as to what gets written, it is 
sometimes easy for the researcher to portray himself/herself or his/her characters in a 
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favourable light. Therefore it is important for researchers to remain focussed on the narrative 
and not get swayed by the evocative styles of writing, but remain ethical and principled in 
their writing. 
As a narrative researcher I need to be authentic in what I am relating. Recognition of the lived 
experiences of my learners and their ambiguities, complexities and paradoxes need to be 
highlighted and addressed. We should also be aware of the flip side of this coin, one that 
brings hope, love and liberation. It is in the telling of these narratives that allows for 
acknowledgement of their present lived conditions, their experiences of courage, strength, 
forgiveness and spiritual and personal transformation that opens doors to the possibility of 
them and others finding hope and liberation. It is our interconnectedness with each other that 
allows us to (re)shape and (re)mould our identities.  
Narrative inquiry draws on the senses and as such it appeals to your intellectual, emotive and 
spiritual self. Therefore it engages you holistically as it is a constantly shifting relational 
seascape, which ebbs and flows and is emergent in nature. There is no set final destination or 
arrival per say, for as the narrativizing unfolds, goalposts get shifted and changed. It is 
ongoing and tries to achieve the fulfilment of and the (co)emergence of the development of 
identity. So, I think the question that lurks in the narrator’s mind should be: ‘Why am I 
engaging in this type of inquiry?’ 
At the heart of my research lies my own vulnerable heart. I have used this type of inquiry as it 
bears resonance with my own vulnerability, and woundedness (Nouwens, 1972) as my 
research pertains to sensitive yet critical issues with disjunctures, paradoxes and dilemmas. 
By embracing an arts-based inquiry, hopefully delicate nuances, complexities and 
complicated ‘moments of articulation’ (Swanson, 2004) would be given voice or heard. I 
seek to provoke discussion about these ‘forgotten’ or ‘marginalised’ learners so as to 
stimulate awareness and hopefully spur people into action. 
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It would be very naïve of me to assume that this research is going to change the world. I do 
realise that further political intervention is necessary (Swanson, 2004). However, I am 
hopeful that this research may provide inspiration and hope to learners and all educationists 
who seek to liberate their learners from the claws of oppression and the detrimental effects of 
the dominant view of education and of the learners within the educational system in South 
Africa.   
Every aspect or piece of this research is interconnected and intertwined and makes up the 
boundless whole as this journeying is still continuing with my own profound experiences that 
are enmeshed with the narratives of my learners and the community. I return to issues of 
concern and wisdoms I have learnt again and again as my thinking and reflecting folds and 
unfolds, and as I try to affirm what it is that I believe I know, as I learn to become human and 
human(e). I do this with the consciousness that my life history and what I believe to be true is 
caught up in my lived experiences, just as my learners are caught up in mine and as we 
together are caught up in the life of the community. I am reminded of the words of Ngugi Wa 
Thiong’o (2009) where she reaffirms this by saying: 
In his book, Discourse on Colonialism, Aime Cesaire has made the apt observation 
that culture contact is the oxygen of civilization, that cultures that don’t make contact 
shrivel… stories are the oxygen of the human spirit…Every individual no matter the 
culture and community they come from has experienced reality in a unique way and 
therefore each person has something unique to contribute to the common spirit of our 
being. Such stories then become like the streams that make up rivers that flow into the 
common sea (p. ix). 
 
Although the community that I work in is very poor, their richness lies in their giving nature. 
They have very little materially, but they are rich spiritually for they are willing to share their 
meagre resources to contribute to the welfare of others. It is a common practice for clothes or 
shoes to be ‘lent’ to others for birthdays and special occasions. In my class every birthday is 
celebrated with a song and a birthday card. For that day, the birthday boy/girl gets to be the 
‘monitor’ and is shown much love and made to feel special. 
37 
 
In each and every nation there is the division between the poor and the rich. The poor make 
up the vast majority of the population and in South Africa, where we seem to be reeling from 
high unemployment and limited job opportunities, this is even more the case – a stark reality 
we must encounter on street corners and elsewhere every day of our lives. These divisions 
have wounded us as a nation, and they are indicative of a nation grappling with and being 
divorced from its own reality. How do we begin to heal these scars in our hearts? I believe 
that the only balm for our woundedness is a simple, humbling, yet committed caring for 
others. It is these little acts of kindness, however small or insignificant, that would engender a 
spirit of belief, faith and hope.    
In telling these narratives, I have attempted to tell complicated, challenging, involved and 
often side-lined issues that are relegated to insignificance. I seek to draw attention to these 
critical issues so as to envision a society where social justice prevails and to broaden the 
possibilities of a more equal or fair society. I must also keep my ship’s telescope focussed on 
the potential limitations of these narratives as well. 
I have chosen critical rhizomatic narrative methodology as it helps me write about the 
challenges of the existing paradigm of what a curriculum should do. It helps me reflect on the 
interpretative possibilities of a just and robust curriculum that engages the head as well as the 
heart. I acknowledge that in my opinion the present curriculum does not encourage ‘engaged 
learning’, but is measured by number of ‘correct answers’ and instrumental skills only. In this 
sense, rote learning is encouraged and applauded, where our learners know obsolete facts 
which are far removed from their social and personal lives. Some of the concepts are very 
abstract and my learners may never encounter these concepts in their life experiences. 
I further want to push the boundaries and broaden the horizon of education. In my mind’s 
eye, I envision a curriculum where every learner can learn deeply, where s/he is valued and 
respected for his/her uniqueness and diversity. Our curriculum at present is marked by 
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conflict, political uncertainty and poor service delivery. At a recent department-run 
workshop, when questioned, the subject advisor ‘enlightened’ us that she was unable to 
answer our questions and that we must redirect them via our principal. There seems to be a 
horrific culture of ‘passing the buck’ as no one wants the added paperwork or there is very 
little accountability. In my opinion, such a workshop needs to empower those invited as 
participants, and concerns that are raised by the participants need to be addressed. There is, 
instead, very little uniformity and empowerment taking place. When questioned if you are 
doing the correct recording for assessments for your learners, a myriad of differing 
interpretations emerge and each teacher is told individually that they are correct, but when we 
compare notes with colleagues, each one of us has been recording in different ways. The 
dilemma continues as subject advisors are required to have a certain number of workshops, 
and it seems the workshops are held for ‘show’ rather than for reasons of diligence and 
professionalism. Some of those holding the workshop stand in front of the audience and read 
from a page, yet this is called a ‘workshop’.  Sadly, they themselves are not au fait with or 
confident about the content. How then, can we, the foot soldiers, leave feeling empowered 
and rearing at the bit to do what the education department wants of us? Such is our 
circumstance and the conditions within which we must operate professionally as teachers of a 
nation in need.  
As a school, we continuously attend workshops, conferences, and read articles to keep abreast 
of the current changes in education. Our principal is very supportive of our concerns and 
believes that the learners must receive the best possible advantage. We have addressed issues 
about the curriculum as a Foundation Phase Team and sent letters and emails to that effect as 
far as national level, but we have received no response as yet. We have called on subject 
advisors and we even network with schools that we recognise as functioning well. Growth is 
never-ending and we seek opportunities to push the boundaries further and engage our 
learners holistically. This takes commitment and dedication from all stakeholders and our 
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community is very supportive of many of our initiatives. Our school is operational from six-
thirty in the mornings till around half past three or four o’clock. The weekends are just as 
busy with our sporting codes, cultural activities and parent meetings. All educators are not 
paid any extra for their after-school time, but do the extra mile for the passion and drive they 
have for their job. We do not get good financial remuneration, but the joy of discovering that 
your learner can read or write a sentence on her/his own is like gold and treasure found at the 
bottom of the sea. I teach with the hope of transgressing boundaries and prizing open the 
clam to reveal the luminous pearl nestled on its cushion.  For each and every one of us has the 
possibility of greatness within. All we need is a gentle push to unleash this torrential 
potential. 
My narrativizing journeying is filled with self-inscription where critical issues are explored 
reflexively. This may give its telling many dimensions or facets which, I hope, adds to the 
richness and meanings created. It is against this backdrop of the turbulence of the sea and its 
many uncertainties that these narratives find meaning. It is a vast shifting seascape across 
stormy waters, which transcends space and time. The sea with its diverse possibilities, 
caverns, treasures and fathomless depths form the metaphorical framework of this research. 
Key critical issues and events rise and fall like the hull of a ship navigating stormy seas. 
These critical aforementioned issues in our teaching contexts are most often not reported on 
as the dominant political party would be viewed in a poor light in the media, which is afraid 
of political reprisals and is often weak or biased. Therefore, these narratives allow for my 
‘forgotten’ learners to be heard and seen. With the elections in 2014, many promises are 
being made by politicians, but they are seldom honoured. From the sand floors of my mostly-
black poor learners’ homes to the plush homes of the superrich of the ‘new black 
bourgeoisie’, I hope that these narratives form the catalyst that provoke sincere soul-
searching by those in power, who are able to make significant changes that can have a 
positive impact. It is also about involving the heart in education, to be able to listen 
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authentically and responsively to the needs of our learners. I think that if each educator 
treated each child as they would their own, we would have more success and less failure. As 
educators it is our responsibility to ensure that we have good morals and act ethically, as our 
children emulate us and look up to us as inspiring role models. Nevertheless, it is also 
incumbent on us collectively to change the political tide in South Africa, so that the 
politicians become more accountable for the education of the nation’s children.   
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1Although turbulence, darkness, turmoil and instability are part of my very being, in the 
shadowy crevices of that being, I have a minuscule sense that I need to gear myself into 
action to be able to propel this vessel forward. Forward I am impelled to go, because the 
decisions taken impact on two vulnerable, helpless lives as well – that of my two children.  
As my eyes adjust to the darkness and I take my first faltering steps to experiment with my 
new “Sea Legs’, I am reminded of the “precariousness” of this adventure called life. My 
thoughts shift like the waves that crash onto the shore, bringing divergent possibilities with 
its tumultuous roar… 
Butler (2004) reminds me:  
Who counts as human? Whose lives count as lives?...And if we have lost, then it       
follows that we have had, we have desired and loved, that we have struggled to find 
the conditions of our desire….This means that each of us is constituted politically in 
part by virtue of the social vulnerability of our bodies – as a site of desire and 
physical vulnerability, as a site of a publicity at once assertive and exposed. Loss 
and vulnerability seem to follow from our being socially constituted bodies, 
attached to others, at risk of losing those attachments, exposed to others, at risk of 
violence by virtue of that exposure. (p. 20) 
 
Perhaps when a drastic occurrence has happened, which has shattered your world, on some 
level the soul, whether consciously or unconsciously, accepts that loss and allows you to 
understand that you will be changed, possibly for ever. There is a transformation. The surreal 
world that you inhabit in that space and time, post loss, is one of survival. There is no grand 
dreams and well thought out choices except the sheer will and determination to keep your 
head above water because of the two innocent lives in your care. Your needs and desires 
become secondary and are relegated to the dark recesses at the back of your mind. With loss 
and mourning we are not our calm rational selves and the very substance of our being is 
transformed. 
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Butler (ibid) questions: How do you begin to function without the “other’? And it needs to be 
asked what your identity might be without the other. These questions beset your very essence 
and signal that you are in a quandary. You do what it takes to survive and begin reaching out, 
trying to grasp at straws that may add meaning to your life. A deep sense of loneliness 
enshrouds your being.  
As Vanier (1998) speaks to this:  
Loneliness in one form is, in fact, essential to our humanity. Loneliness can become 
a source of creative energy, the energy that drives us down new paths to create new 
things or to seek truth and justice in the world….Frequently it is the lonely man or 
woman who revolts against injustice and seeks new ways…Loneliness then can be a 
force for good. (p. 7-8) 
 
In this sense, loneliness can spur you onto action that refines your being. It allows you to 
look deep within at the level of the soul and find meaning in your life and the lives of 
others as well. This soul-searching comes with the learnt wisdom that every moment of 
life is precious and needs to be lived to its fullest. It pushes you to move forward and 
move beyond your own self-imposed boundaries and unleashes your creativity as well. 
For me, this was the start of my journeying where I began valuing the untapped potential 
of the human spirit. This led to deep introspection and I began volunteering my limited 
skills and knowledge to other women going through the trauma of divorce. 
I remember the ordeal of my first court appearance to claim maintenance for my two 
children, the mechanical treatment that you received and the inhumaneness of the clerks 
processing your request. You are an insignificant statistic on their already overloaded 
desk. There is no dignity, explanation or attentive listening. All the clerk is intent upon is 
processing your claim and working through the long queue awaiting him/her. 
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I began assisting many women compile their documents accurately so that they were 
successful in being granted maintenance. It was my own vulnerability that allowed for 
this growth which helped prevent other women from making the same mistakes I had.   
This connects me back to the question of narrative and its purposes and role. Narrative 
can provide illumination towards the production of identity and can be used as a means to 
unfold morals, values and can promote justice in society. It is the way that our cultures, 
rituals and traditions are passed on to other generations. For eons narrative or story was a 
method of (re)shaping or re(de)fining communities via the telling of their lived 
experiences. Connections are made with the personal and lived experiences and resonance 
and meanings are produced. It allows for diverse perspectives to come to the fore and this 
shared, meaningful exchange alerts us to pitfalls as well. It is the everyday lived 
experiences that shape and mould us to (be)come more fully engaged and allow us to 
transgress boundaries and move beyond our self-imposed horizons. It creates a space for 
emotive and spiritual engagement where difficult challenges can be addressed. Although 
it is temporal in nature and the seascape is constantly shifting with the ebb and flow of the 
waves, it offers a space for divergent thinking and inroads into liberation. 
 
2 This new found meaning in your life, discovered via deep critical introspection and 
reflection, spurs you on to seek ways of changing yourself, which is the essence of life. Upon 
hindsight, you now realise that this was God’s invisible hand re(de)fining you to be the best 
you could be. The lesson I had to learn was to be able to ‘let go’ and to embrace the 
tumultuous changes that were happening in my life. It was not an easy journey, especially for 
one who felt that she had to have all the loose ends tied up neatly. It was grappling with 
mixed emotions and fears and it felt like trying to run the Comrades Marathon, (a famous 
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international ultra-marathon held in the province of KwaZulu-Natal at the same time each 
year), in your new pair of NIKE ‘takkies’ (sneakers) without any training. 
The realisation that life is like the ebb and flow of the waves on the shore was a catalyst that 
enabled me to look to the horizon as the space of new opportunities. These tides of change 
could possibly be the beautiful emerging islands rising up from the sea, with tropical 
vegetation and fruits growing abundantly across them, in the tomorrow. This evolving of my 
being led me to value the people in my life, whether they brought positives or negatives. 
They were looked upon as blessings as they were only playing a character in this movie 
directed by God. And, the wisdom I have learnt is that all human life is sacred no matter the 
person’s intellectual ability or financial standing. These people came into my life as ships 
borne on the sea of my life history to wash against my shores and to remould and reshape me. 
It was a process of letting go of my past experiences so that I could make way for the new. It 
was about forgiving, especially oneself, and others. It was about healing, being open to the 
change, and looking at one’s own human potential for redemption. This allowed me to look 
beyond and engage in dialogue with others experiencing divorce as a traumatic experience, 
which led to a sense of belonging and the realisation that I am actually better off than a lot of 
other people, so preventing me from feeling sorry for myself. This emboldened new emotion 
led to a deeper commitment and bonding with God. 
3 I am reminded of the words of Vanier (ibid): 
Forgiveness begins as we become aware of our fears and barriers…Hatred is like 
gangrene: it eats a person up. All our refusals to communicate with others and to be 
open to them enclose us in a prison…to open up to others implies not only an 
awareness of our own fears, darkness, and brokenness, but also the presence of a light, 
a love, and an energy that will give us the desire to move forwards to openness and 
not let ourselves be controlled by darkness. (p. 150-151) 
 
Holding onto bitterness is a disease that can only warp your perception of the world. It can 
become the primary focus of your life and feeds off your self-doubt and insecurities. I 
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realised this wisdom and made a concerted effort to forgive. This was no easy process as it is 
only natural to be bitter after a traumatic experience, but it is possible, and helps to liberate 
you from the long dark talons of vengefulness and anger. Often the person that you are angry 
with is totally oblivious of the fact and merrily continues with their life, yet you are stuck on 
the same ground, shipwrecked, being consumed with these fiery thoughts of revenge, anger 
and bitterness, so much so that it affects your facial expression, health and general wellbeing. 
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Frailty and Vulnerability 
Versus 
Limitless Potential 
 
Crain Soudien (2012, p. 245) 
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NAUTICAL MILE TWO 
My Sea Legs 
Testing my sea legs 
I sway from side to side 
As the bulky vessel 
lurches and dips with the stormy waves; 
Waves which seem as high as mountains 
Dark, encircling waves crashing against the flimsy hull, 
Threatening to shred it, like matchsticks. 
I align myself to become one with nature, 
As I anticipate the next swell 
Emboldened and trusting I launch myself into the swell 
Despite my frailty and vulnerability, 
I am in sync with the waves. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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That Inner Voice 
There’s a deep part of you that seems to hide, 
It may be loaded with worry, fear, envy, or pride. 
To the immature soul concerned mostly with outward impression, 
What’s within is unknown, for there’s no growth without confession. 
Empowerment comes when you drop all the lies, 
And open yourself to more than what meets the eyes. 
Realise the layers, and then peel them away, 
Rise up from the darkness to the clarity of day. 
In any moment you can choose life or death, 
You can focus on the worst or simply take a breath. 
And with that life-force coursing through, 
Don’t be surprised when answers come to you. 
Do you know from where your choices come? 
To hear that voice there is a ransom. 
Be still, in the moment, bring your attention inside, 
And allow that inner voice to be your own personal guide. 
 Written by Shifu Ahles 
www.bodymindawakening.com/1639/voice-introspectivepoem/ 
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A NATION ADRIFT 
With the demands placed on educators to achieve positively in the classroom via the rating of 
the schools against learners performance in the Annual National Assessments (A.N.A)4, 
educators feel hard pressed to regurgitate the curriculum5 to meet deadlines and complete the 
content timeously. Educators are assessed against the performance of their learners and are 
ranked accordingly. Where schools perform dismally, they are over-scrutinised and 
‘punished’, and are tasked to ‘improve’ through threat. Tasks set and administered by the 
Department of Basic Education  are done on a quarterly basis. No school or educator wants to 
be on the Intensive Care Unit list and therefore educators and schools do ‘what it takes’ to 
look successful. 
The Department of Basic Education in a circular (November 2010, p. 2) concerning the 
A.N.A. clearly outline that individual teachers will be informed: 
about how close or far they are from realising the target goals they seek to attain    
through their teaching, and inspire them to realign their teaching strategies towards     
accomplishing such goals (November 2010, p. 2). 
 
The use of ‘inspire’ is a complete misfit. Forcing alignment with external goals, 
misrepresented as the ‘target goals (teachers) seek to attain’, that may not fit the context of 
learning, the conditions of learning, or the aspirations and needs of the humanity with which 
this learning community’s curriculum goals are expected to be in lockstep, has nothing to do 
with real inspiration. It is a symbolic violence (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992) that has 
physical, mental, spiritual manifestations of trauma. I assert that this has created a style of 
teaching that does not engage the learner holistically. Educators teach ‘what is expected from 
them’, not what learners might need or which ignites their curiosity. Hence, they look at all 
learners through the same lens. Differences in race, culture and the socio-economic 
circumstances from which learners come are completely ignored, or they become resources 
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for pathologising. Here, the violence of the universal and of a single logic attends (see 
Swanson, 2010). 
 Soudien (2012) avers to this reality: 
Schooling and more broadly education are fundamentally about headwork and its 
management. The problem, however, is that very little work has been done in South 
Africa which recognises the centrality of education as a space of constant 
contradiction, and especially the contradiction of ideas of self, other and community. 
The result (is that it is) particularly difficult (…) to approach the questions of identity 
with clarity. Instead the school (has) been overrun by dominant ideology in relation to 
race and identity. Thus it remains difficult for teachers to actually understand who the 
people are in front of them. (p.18) 
 
My experience has been that educators resignedly are justifying their ill-conceived actions 
and seem to feel that it is acceptable so long as they are not on the list of underperforming 
schools. Perhaps they are merely silent, trying to survive, acting out the passivity of their 
subjugation as a consequence of the authoritarian voice of our current capitalist South 
African education system. The result is a hollowing out of the soul of education along with 
the human soul as educators. We seem to have lost our integrity and the noble calling of 
being an educator is being tarnished. 
I am reminded of the words of Freire (2004) as he speaks about education and the imperative 
of hope: 
The matrix of hope is the same as that of education for human beings – becoming 
conscious of themselves as unfinished beings…Education is that process. More 
precisely, because we find ourselves subjected to countless limitations – difficult 
obstacles to overcome like the dominant influence of fatalist understandings of history 
or the power of neoliberal ideology, whose perverse ethic is founded in the laws of the 
market – there has never been a greater need to underscore educational practice with a 
sense of hope than there is today. Therefore…the knowledge that changing is difficult, 
but it is possible. (p.100) 
 
The very fact that you have chosen the noble path of being an educator places you in an 
integral position to ensure that you do your utmost to be a vehicle of change. This is no easy 
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journeying and I may contradict myself in my own practices at times, but knowing that 
change is possible, which is one of the fundamental beliefs of my practice, allows me to 
engage critically and act consistently with the hope of my learners transcending their social, 
economic and constructed situations, and to soar, as if with a Deluezian3 line of flight 
towards its infinite possibility, to be the best they could possibly be. This utopia, dream or 
perspective is sometimes mocked as delusionary by some. But I know within myself that 
even if I have brought a feeling of hope or a smile to an unhappy child, it is enough to start to 
withstand all the harsh comments and criticisms the child may have endured. If this filament 
of hope can be sparked through such a simple, fragile effort, then what more is possible with 
more effort, individually and collectively?  
I am strengthened in this quest by the words of Freire (2006): 
Critical acceptance of my inconclusion necessarily immerses me in permanent search. 
What makes me hopeful is not so much the certainty of the find, but my movement in 
search. It is not possible to search without hope…it is imperative that we maintain 
hope even when the harshness of reality may suggest the opposite. On this level, the 
struggle for hope means the denunciation, in no certain terms, of all abuses…we 
awaken in others and in ourselves the need, and also the taste, for hope. 
And what could education do toward hope?...Whatever the perspective through which 
we appreciate authentic educational practice…its process implies hope. Unhopeful 
educators contradict their practice...In an effort to maintain hope alive, since it is 
indispensable for happiness in school life, educators should always analyze the 
comings and goings of social reality. These are the movements that make a higher 
reason for hope possible. (p.106-107) 
 
It is this constant search for hope that many reflective, humanis(ed)/ing, spiritually-conscious 
educators strive for. It is in believing in yourself and the gifts that you are charged with that 
make hope possible. Despite the demanding curriculum and the myriad of difficulties 
educators are challenged with, it is the intrinsic love and care for their charges that urges 
them, those with the spiritual insight or human(e)ness, to persevere. The joy and sense of 
accomplishment that ensues when a learner finally overcomes a challenge is sufficient to 
ensure that those educators with a humanistic disposition never give up. For to give up, 
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would be the death of a dream that we, as educators cherish, to transform our learners to 
become critical5 individuals. 
Vanier (2006) opens up our thinking with his words:  
All humans are sacred, whatever their culture, race, or religion, whatever their 
capacities or incapacities, and whatever their weaknesses or strengths may be. Each of 
us has an instrument to bring to the vast orchestra of humanity, each of us needs help 
to become all that we might be. (p.14) 
 
When we recognise that each and every one of us is part of this ‘orchestra’, as part of larger 
society, we are able to value the ‘gifts’ that each one brings. Some can sing the high notes 
and others the low notes, but when sung together we create music with great contrapuntalism 
as well as harmony, with each one of us complimenting and enhancing the music we have 
created. 
I recognise that our world is continuously evolving, which is part of what it means to be alive 
within it. It is about making meaning of our weaknesses and strengths, acknowledging and 
learning from them, whilst making way for new discoveries about oneself. It is about 
embracing the good of the past, allowing it to flow into the present, which inspires us to 
embrace a better future. I have come to believe that reflection is an important acquired ability 
in this refining process. This can only be possible if openness, love, healing, unity, peace and 
forgiveness are the threads of the fabric of one’s life. 
I have come to understand that personal maturity and growth is only possible when we work 
and interact with others with a sense of belonging. Vanier (2006) would attest to this too. 
From my own experience, I have come to understand that when we feel secure and cared for, 
then only will we be able to give ‘voice’ to our deepest fears and weaknesses. We need to be 
encouraged and feel supported so as to take responsibility for the choices and actions we have 
made. I have learnt that we need to love ourselves unconditionally first, before we are able to 
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love others. Acceptance of others actions and weaknesses is important as well as forgiveness 
for ‘perceived’ transgressions.  
It is in acknowledging that the search for truth is transient and ever-changing that leads us to 
our most profound growth, where we become vulnerable enough to connect heart-to-heart 
and not only head-to-heart. We must envelope the wisdoms of the past as part of our beings 
and as a catalyst that would launch us into the future with openness towards our common 
humanity. Enfolding, enveloping, folding within and without, finding purchase, curling like a 
filament of new growth upon the strength of an older branch, like a rhizome searching 
beneath the earth, we grow towards the wisdoms that we might already know but which may 
not have reached their potential for unfolding, that might not have found the vulnerability 
within us to take root to move outside towards the light, to open towards the beauty of our 
common souls.   
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                                                 RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
 
1 Critical rhizomatic inquiry: I see my research as critical as it is the telling of the 
experiences of my learner’s lives in relation to the structural conditions of poverty 
and constructed deficit from whence they come, and it exposes the history of 
oppression, their struggles and hopes. Despite their makeshift corrugated tin and 
board homes and the imposed violence of their social setting, they are still human 
and deserve to be treated with dignity and respect. Here is a community whose 
voice is not heard, but is lost as mere rumblings that fizzle out to insignificance. 
Their disadvantage perpetuates itself and they are caught up in a vicious cycle of 
poverty, hardship and endless pain, from which it is difficult to emerge, let alone 
thrive. A critical question struggles to break through the seascape: ‘How do we 
break this cycle or perhaps put an end to this symbolic violence?’ Is it possible or is 
this just the delusionary dreams of a misguided educator? 
As an educator working in this community for the past twenty seven years, I have 
observed that the community looks at the school with a sense of hope and somehow 
feels that therein lies an ‘aperture of hope’. Here, the school carries the burden of 
possibility, not only for the individual child, but also the whole community. They 
ultimately have a sense that education is the miracle key that will open all doors and 
thus immense possibilities. The pressure for possibilities shifts to the utopian. 
Despite their threadbare school uniforms, broken shoes and hand-me-down patched 
jerseys, these learners brave the bitterly cold mornings to attend school regularly. 
The act of coming to school is an act of hopefulness. Most of the learner’s homes 
have no electricity or running water and the chore of collecting water from a 
communal source usually falls on the shoulders of the youngest in the family, many 
of these are the learners in my class. 
They feel a sense of belonging and perhaps they identify with the school uniform as 
a form of identity representation that enables them to be seen as being an important 
part of society. Perhaps, somehow, in their own perception, they feel that they are 
afforded in wearing of the uniform an identity where they can be seen and 
recognised as human. The uniform gives them a sense of belonging and presence. 
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Therefore education is valued and many sacrifices are made by the parents and 
caregivers to ensure that the children are at school. 
Another thread that I would like to highlight is the emblem of our school which is 
the lotus flower. In Hinduism, Buddhism and Egyptian cultures the lotus flower has 
significant connotations. Although it is borne in murky waters, it is unsullied by its 
surroundings and blossoms into a pristine, beautifully scented blossom. Likewise, 
perhaps my learners also feel that tangible hope that they too can be like the lotus 
flower and transcend their oppressive social setting and find hope and liberation.  
I feel that my research is also critical on a personal level for it allows me to look at 
myself and my praxis through a magnifying glass and continuously improve. The 
element of reflexivity is a crucial characteristic of critical work. I seek to explore new 
creative opportunities to meaningfully engage with my learners, the curriculum, and 
the community so as to chart a course that engenders self-respect, growth and 
connectedness in our world and within our organ of humanity. Against the 
turbulent sea of the implementation of educational policies, constant curriculum 
changes, and the rating of educators, I seek to cartograph a map of opportunities 
whereby my learners are ‘listened to’ and being given a ‘voice’ that does not fall on 
deaf ears. 
2 Dilthey (1985) in Van Manen (2003, p. 35) raises this question:  
‘What is lived experience?’, with the response:   
A lived experience does not confront me as something perceived or 
represented; it is not given to me, but the reality of lived experience is there-
for-me because I have a reflective awareness of it, because I possess it 
immediately as belonging to me in some sense. Only in thought does it 
become objective (p. 223).  
 
The nature of lived experience is temporal and only by reflecting on it are we able to 
grasp its richness and depth. It is the parts or segments that contribute to the whole 
which is the sum total of our life and existence. My aim is to draw on the lived 
experiences of my learners, transforming my learning from these experiences in 
relation to my own into textual form, thereby creating a meaningful expression of 
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these kernels of learning so as to create a sense of hope and thus transcendence. As 
van Manen notes:  
Dilthey suggested that lived experience is to the soul what breath is to the 
body: “Just as our body needs to breathe, our soul requires the fulfilment and 
expansion of its in the reverberation of emotional life” (p.59). Lived 
experience is the breathing of meaning. In the flow of life, consciousness 
breathes meaning in a to and fro movement: a constant heaving between the 
inner and outer, made concrete, for example, in my reflective consciousness of 
hope for a child and the child as the object of hope. (p.36) 
 
All the experiences converge towards a whole. Each experience has a particular idea 
or theme which is related to another. These experiences can be compared to the 
different instruments in the orchestra, individually they are not so significant but 
when played together they create a symphony of beautiful music. The drops of 
water amass a sea through which I travel on my ship as I continue my journey, 
connected to all the lived experiences of those that touch my life and my ship. By 
giving memory to these lived experiences, we give them significance and meaning 
and add our voice to the choir singing the hymn of hope and liberation. 
 Van Manen, (2003, pp. xvii-xviii) attests: 
As one develops a focus on the phenomena of lived experience, it soon 
appears that these phenomena are highly elusive and problematic. If I focus 
on an experience that strikes me as particularly interesting but that is not 
easily captured in language…And yet, experience is always more immediate, 
more enigmatic, more complex, more ambiguous than any description can do 
justice to. The human science researcher is a scholar-author who must be able 
to maintain an almost unreasonable faith in the power of language to make 
intelligible and understandable what seems to lie beyond language. 
 
When I write about the lived experiences of my learners, I am re-telling it in my own 
perceived way which may sometimes be inadequate in its telling. How do I capture 
the subtle nuances, gestures and meaningful glances eloquently without its losing its 
essence? By using language, which is a cognitive tool, I am trying to evoke 
understanding and awareness of my learner’s experiences. Perhaps I may miss some 
of its subtle complexities, but I can feel that I have given these experiences voice and 
hope through their telling. 
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3 The community in which I teach is the casualty of the political system that has 
subjugated and oppressed them for generations. In the apartheid regime, they were 
regarded as the ‘scum of the earth’ who were not worthy of attention. Many in the 
community eke out a living walking many kilometres to collect scrap metal in 
trolleys. The entire week this is collected and on a Friday you will see the winding 
queue at the scrap metal dealers, where this is sold. Some of these scrap metal 
dealers are unscrupulous and cheat them as some of these poor are illiterate and do 
not know the value of their goods. Therefore the symbolic violence that created this 
power imbalance continues where profit is valued over honesty and integrity.  
Some of these individuals are so desperate for an income that they have resorted to 
stealing manhole and drain covers, so much so that at our school all copper pipes 
and metal covers are bolted on to the floor or walls. This cycle of symbolic violence 
continues, and as a form of escapism of ‘the drudgery of life’, drug and alcohol 
abuse is very common. Knowing, seeing and witnessing these experiences, along 
with critical reflection, enables understanding, and it is in the narrative-telling that 
understanding is strengthened and meaning produced. This is the importance of 
narrative.    
For generations, story has been the instrument of passing on knowledge and learnt 
wisdoms. When reflecting on the myths and legends of our diverse cultures, it is the 
narrative or story, with its richness and depth that has added value to our lives. 
These narratives form part of the threads that make up the canvas of our heritage, 
where masterpieces are created. It is through these narratives, which were passed 
down either in textural or oral form, that we have become shaped and moulded to 
become the society we are today. They have helped us to make sense of the world 
and connected us to our social setting and the environment. They assisted in 
defining our identity through the description of social realities whilst providing 
opportunities for hope and transcendence. It also gave insights into the ‘unwritten 
laws of the land’ thus adding dignity and engendering a sense of community and 
belonging. 
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Swanson (2004) reminds:  
Often considered as a contribution of ‘ indigenous knowledge’ to the 
academic field, narrative in contemporary academia represents the symbolic 
and political act of resistance to the decontextualized, abstract, dispassionate 
modes of discourses embraced and reified by scientific rationalism and the 
movement which produced positivist methodologies of academic 
research…narrative now well accepted…contention occasionally still exists 
around the ‘validity’ of academic representations outside of prescribed 
norms. Narrativity offers the possibility of flagrantly resisting formulation, 
and concerns itself with the human condition as lived and (re)imagined as its 
primary focus. It embraces creative textural forms that produce pluralized 
meanings and it breathes life and feeling into storied human experience. 
Potentially, it desists from serving the interests of both positivist/modernist 
and some postmodern orientations that would concern themselves with 
empirical tenets of justification, ‘truth’, and form above evocation, empathy 
illumination, self-understanding, resonance, and the revisioning of ways of 
being and living in the world. (p. 36) 
  
It is only through the telling of these lived narratives that we are able to broaden our 
limited perspectives and look beyond to the horizon and envision a society that is 
liberated and where the human condition is honoured and revered. Critical reflexive 
narrative offers possibilities for social justice through the narrative journeying where 
critical concerns can be raised that engender social awareness, critical reflection, and 
spiritual and personal growth (Swanson, 2004). It offers opportunities for 
provocation and critical thought of the plight of others and may unite us as a society 
and a nation through its ‘humble telling’. 
Huss (2005) notes that, “the aim in arts-based research is to use the arts as method, a 
form of analysis, a subject, or all of the above within qualitative research” (p. 2). Not 
only does narrative, as a form of arts-based research, defy the categories and 
boundaries of traditional forms of research, but the narrative defies linearity in 
ordering and sequencing too, being more in tune with lived experience and the 
narrativity of lived experience, in that sense (Swanson, 2004). In the same way, 
Denzin and Lincoln (1998) described personal experience methods as going 
“inwards and outwards, backwards and forwards” (p. 152). 
I view arts-based research as a pathway that would bring clarity and meaning to my 
research and my practice. It is only through the incorporation of theory, personal 
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and practical knowledge and the acute reflexive consciousness of the narrativity of 
lived experiences that we can find deeper meaning that pushes us beyond the next 
wave. Critical reflection is that capacity that engenders this, thus allowing for 
(re)finement and deep connections for self-improvement. This self-critique and 
personal questioning of reflexivity allows for emergent growth, (re)framing, and an 
ever-changing seascape of understanding as deeper connections and meanings are 
elicited, which ensures that lifelong learning continues. Reflexivity for me means the 
constant layering and unlayering of the tangible, felt, visceral and embodied 
connections that are made between the many facets of my being and my practice as 
an educator. The multiple meanings and cohesive understandings that emerge can 
be likened to the waves crashing on the seashore. They are all similar yet different, 
bringing forth illumination and diversity. Connelly and Clandinin (1990) posit that 
writing is an ongoing process of self-discovery and that it can be viewed as both 
‘product and process’. 
In my praxis as an educator and also a researcher I seek to explore the possible 
meanings and not to seek perfect answers only. I seek to acknowledge and represent 
diversity, inconsistency and change by utilising the postmodern framework that 
uses reflexivity as an analytical and critical feature. All findings are provisional and 
may change and metamorphose as deeper connections and understandings are 
made. By using the arts-based research methodology via critical rhizomatic 
narrative, I seek to humanise education by accessing passion, emotions, embodied 
experiences and I try to infuse meaning into the narratives of the lives of my 
learners. 
I hope that through these narratives the knowledge in this field is broadened. It is 
these lived experiences of my learners that served as the catalysts that took me on 
my journey of self-discovery, revealing the ‘gems’ that are otherwise discarded as 
useless in a political system that values academic competence only. It is a journeying 
that shaped all facets of my being positively despite the contradictions and 
dilemmas I faced. I am a more humane human being today than I was yesterday 
because of my webbed connectedness with the research stories and the research that 
inform these stories. These narratives added value and dignity to my existence and, 
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hopefully, I am contributing something back to my learners and the community at 
large as a result of the heightened consciousness such reflexive narratizing effects.    
Graham (1993) reminds us: 
Education is at once a narrative and political enterprise and…the more we 
know about narrative and its many forms, the more we will come to know 
about the storied nature of the politics of personal experience. (p. 36). 
From this perspective, I think that educational research and education is about the 
production, reproduction and co-production of our personal and social situatedness. 
We are all inter-connected and are either characters or story-tellers in this vast 
production of the movie called life. I have embraced an arts-based approach to my 
research as it resonates with the type of inquiry I have embarked on. It includes 
literary arts, like poetry, and excerpts from movies, as well as being infused with my 
own exploratory forms of poetry and other aesthetic qualities. 
According to Barone and Eisner (1997) in Swanson (ibid, p. 42), arts-based 
educational research/inquiry has seven features: the creation of virtual reality, the 
presence of ambiguity, the use of expressive language, the use of contextualized and 
vernacular language, the promotion of empathy, personal signature of the 
researcher/writer, and the presence of aesthetic form. I have taken cognisance of 
these features and can with some confidence say that my research, to a greater or 
lesser degree, embraces these – even as swirling currents within the sea on which my 
narrative ship sails. I have tried to highlight these features in my narratives. I have 
used diverse literary sources and different genres of writing to infuse and create a 
diverse array of styles of writing. The reasoning behind this is to provoke, inspire 
and create dialogue and discourse about the critical issues in my research, and 
hopefully, to be able to contextually grasp at nuance and complexity, to some 
degree. Narrative telling also assists in creating the mood and atmosphere of the 
stories and their contexts, and it helps evoke the concomitant emotions that would 
heighten meaning and consciousness (Swanson, 2004).    
4 Educators are individually assessed by the performance of their learners in the 
Annual National Assessments (A.N.A.), and if the learners underachieve in the 
tasks, educators are taken to task. Your rating in your Integrated Quality 
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Management System (I.Q.M.S), which is done annually, drops and your value as an 
educator is questioned. Thus managers at school use the instrument of A.N.A. to rate 
educators. In my opinion this is a narrow, biased approach as cultural, socio-
economic, language, cognitive ability and social factors are ignored. Hungry, poor 
children that are malnourished, cold, often neglected, are ‘competing’ with those 
who have almost every advantage available to them. There is also the danger of 
educators teaching to the test to achieve ‘good’ results, while ignoring social and 
moral values, thus narrowing the curriculum, impoverishing the teaching, and 
limiting the value of the learning.  
5 When I speak of curriculum, I speak of it in its broadest terms and not only as the 
educational content and the syllabus taught. This is consistent with William Pinar’s 
(Pinar, Reynolds, Slattery, &Taubman, 1995) reconceptualisation of curriculum. For 
me, following Pinar, curriculum encompasses all the diverse forms of engaged 
learning inside and outside the schooling arena, including the lived experiences of 
my learners and the community. It also includes the hidden curriculum as well, the 
untaught interactions and lessons that are a by-product of human existence, often 
inadvertent or dangerous in its expression such as learned helplessness or the 
internalisation of the marginalisation afforded by poverty. It is the felt, visceral, 
embodied ways of being that happen when connections are made; the subtle glances, 
unspoken words and or discerning body language that happens.  
I seek to inspire my learners so that they realise that they are valued and respected. 
Each and every being has latent in them the possibility for greatness and success, not 
success measured by the education system alone, but to be successful in every facet 
of their being. Opportunities for emergence of these possibilities unlock doors to the 
coloured rainbows of the world, despite their social situatedness. The violence of the 
dominant ideology is beyond the control of my learners, and as a caring educator, it 
is my dream for each of them to transcend their constructed social setting and soar, 
as with the Deleuzian “lines of flight”.  
6Deleuze and Guattari (1987) explained that: 
a line of becoming is not defined by points that it connects, or by points that 
compose it, on the contrary, it passes between points, it comes up through the 
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middle…a line of becoming has neither beginning or end, departure nor 
arrival, origin nor destination….Becoming is the movement which the line 
frees itself from the point, and renders points indiscernible: the rhizome, the 
opposite of arborescence; breaks away from arborescence (p. 293-294). 
 
My learning about teaching is that it needs to be open and reciprocal. When we teach 
with love, vulnerability, and hope we allow possibilities to emerge that provide 
illumination as to how we learn from the other. Thus we learn from our differences, 
and humility and ignorance is a key feature if we are listening to learn, rather than 
listening to correct. Often educators listen to correct and ignore the learning aspect in 
our fast-paced, prescribed curriculum. Our curriculum has no ears. It cannot listen.  
5 Palmer (1998) in Smith (2005, p. 10-11) on education for happiness, touches a 
sensitive chord by dissecting a concern about educational reform: 
The question we most commonly ask is the “what” question – what subjects 
should we teach? 
When the conversation goes a bit further, we ask the “how” question – what 
methods and techniques are required to teach well? 
Occasionally, when it goes deeper still, we ask the “why” question – for 
purposes and to what ends do we teach? 
But seldom, if ever, do we ask the “who” question - who is the self that 
teaches? How does the quality of my selfhood form – or deform – the way I 
relate to my students, my subject, my colleagues, and my world? How can 
educational institutions sustain and deepen the selfhood from which good 
teaching comes? (p. 4) 
 
As a nation, we seldom question the calibre of the generals and captains of the foot 
soldiers, the ones shaping and moulding our country, or of what is made possible for 
the foot soldiers to do their jobs with passion, integrity and loving commitment. We 
cannot hope for transformation in education without recognising the importance of 
the human heart in being that organ of change. This means creating spaces where 
educators have the courage to teach with love and integrity, rather than just 
parroting the stipulated curriculum. This issue seeks to question the heart and its 
intrinsic value in our educational system. 
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Curriculum extends from the Latin word currere which means ‘to run’ as explained 
by Wallin (2010). He infers: 
This alone evokes a way of thinking where the curriculum is an active 
conceptual force. In other words, to run implies that the conceptual power of 
currere is intimate to its productive capacity to create new flows, offshoots, 
and multiplicitous movements. For example the ‘running’ shoots of 
rhizomatic bulbs and tubers extend to create new interfaces with other 
organic and nonorganic bodies, extending the experience of what a body can 
become (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987)….currere creates a line of becoming that 
expands difference, implying experimentation, movement and creation. (p. 2) 
 
However, as I have witnessed it in my experience within the South African context, 
the dominant curriculum at present constrains the potential of becoming as it does 
not allow us to traverse boundaries, but it is a fait accompli, which has to be adhered 
to. This power of the dominant ideology helps to build walls rather than break them 
down. This ensures that the status quo remains, even as ‘reform’ is bandied about 
constantly, and we are where we were, without moving forward in the field of 
education. Learners are not challenged to think critically, but are trained to give the 
correct answers only. Their ‘success’ is measured by formal written tasks and 
educators are rated against the performance of their learners. This creates a vicious 
cycle of history repeating itself, although we are under a different political regime. 
How do we break free from these shackles that hold us down? 
The question then arises, ‘What would it mean to love unconditionally?’ so that 
transformation occurs in our learners. I think that it would require that I reveal to 
my learners their uniqueness and that they are worthy of my time and attention. I 
also need to understand my learners with their diverse cultural differences, and 
respect that their ‘perceived' deficits are beyond their control. Some ‘perceived’ 
deficits are actually gifts that require nurturing for the priceless pearl to reveal itself. 
Communication must be from heart-to-heart where the search for the ‘truth’ would 
help break the shackles of the present lived reality. This communication involves the 
back and forth movement where our places are constantly interchanged, between 
the one being helped and the helper, as we learn from each other’s experiences. We 
celebrate together every step of this journey and also provide opportunities for my 
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learners to do things for themselves by empowering them to be the best they could 
be. It may not be at the level of others, but at their own unique level, with dignity 
and self-respect.  
A spirit of mutual trust and belonging needs to prevail, where each individual is 
valued and granted equal importance. I believe it negates selfishness and engenders 
liberation and hope. I have learnt that forgiveness is also necessary, which allows us 
to soften our hearts to the ‘perceived’ transgressions of others. To hold onto 
bitterness is, I believe, equivalent to ‘drinking poison daily, whilst hoping that the 
person who has wronged you, would die’. It only leads to self-inflicted pain and 
agony with no light at the end of the tunnel. No one is perfect and we all make 
mistakes, and the wisdom I have learnt is to forgive and thus to free yourself of the 
chain of oppression that brought you to the point of needing to forgive, creating the 
inner condition for self-liberation.  
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A PAIL, A SOFT HEART, AND A CONTEXT FOR EDUCATION 
‘Education is not the filling of a pail, but the lighting of a fire’ (W.B. Yeats: 
http://www.poets.org/poet.php/prmPID/117). 
I have learnt to understand that Education is the development of tangible bonds and 
relationships, and that the global objective should be to develop the child holistically so that 
he/she could take their rightful place in society as a well-rounded individual. Based on 
Abraham Maslow’s “hierarchy of needs”, only when a child feels loved and secure will s/he 
be able to thrive and blossom emotionally, cognitively and psychologically. Noddings (2002) 
posits that “care is basic to human life – all people want to be cared for” (p. 11). From my 
perspective, I believe educators, especially in the Foundation Phase, need to have a ‘soft 
heart’ and be able to be receptive and attentive in a special way (Noddings, 2002, p. 13). To 
be able to look beyond the running nose, unkempt appearance, and broken shoes and see the 
precious soul that s/he has been charged with is to find that moment of vulnerability within 
ourselves as educators that is a definite strength of perception, an important quality of feeling, 
and a virtue of being. It is a way of ethically viewing the world that is outward looking while 
being inwardly-scrutinising, and displays the characteristics of care and compassion that 
speaks of wanting to touch the humanity of another. With receptive attention, the carer listens 
openly with no judgements or preconceived conclusions. The main goal is to authentically 
listen to the experiences or articulation and to be able to reflect upon it with a sense of 
connection, kindness of heart, and personal understanding. In this way valuable connections 
are made and a degree of reciprocity exists (Vanier, 2003, p. 71).  
I have come to understand that Education is “a constellation of encounters, both planned and 
unplanned, that promote growth through the acquisition of knowledge, skills, understanding 
and appreciation” (Noddings, 2002, p. 283).  I believe that educators need to realise the 
pivotal role they play by ensuring that opportunities are available for growth and fulfilment. 
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The thought idea that resonates inside me is that when all the outer layers are peeled away, 
you and I are the same inside. We have the same basic needs and share a common humanity. 
Shaker and Heilman (2008) draw on Dewey to note that “growth is circulatory” (p. 176), 
which is the aim of life and leads to continuous learning. This acquisition of knowledge 
should be “content-less, open ended, ineffable and emerging” (ibid.). Our learning may also 
survive us as in the case of past theorists and academics. What, therefore, is its worth to 
future society, to a society we may wish to imagine? This brings me to the next point relevant 
to education, which is that of assessment. I believe that our evaluation should be formative 
and not summative. Very often learners are assessed on the written test scores alone and not 
on their holistic development. In my opinion, cognisance of cultural and contextual 
differences is not taken into consideration. I believe the education system should allow 
students to be seen in a professional light where they are nurtured, cared for and protected. 
By highlighting these values in our learners, I believe we would ensure that just morals and 
values prevail. This would engender a spirit of Ubuntu or coming together in “humbling 
togetherness” (Swanson, 2007). 
In this journey I have set out on, I also seek to explore the theme of vulnerability as an 
opening or space which allows for meaningful discourse and articulation. This may lead to 
opportunities for personal growth1 and introspection. It is only when spaces are created that 
we can listen with our hearts and thus hear the “silenced dialogue” (Delpit, 1998, p. 280). 
Often, this dialogue threatens to overwhelm our beings. But as a caring educator it is 
incumbent upon us to listen attentively and receptively with no judgement. Instead, 
prejudgement seems to be prescribed in our curricula, institutions and practices as educators 
so that, as instruments of that mindset, we do not stray from the well-established norm, and 
consequently follow each other with an apparent “herd “mentality. In the blindness, what 
dark shadows form in the shade of our ignorance? It is common discourse in the media, the 
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street and the hallowed halls of the academy in South Africa today to bemoan the dire 
circumstances of our post-apartheid education system while participating in ongoing ‘deficit 
discourses’ on the current state of affairs. The voices say: Are there spaces whereby our 
learners are falling through the cracks because of their social, cultural and economic 
circumstances? Does this place them on the back foot in life? My voice in response asks: as 
an educator, am I perpetuating the situation? And so, in concerned response, I hear Delpit’s 
(1998) voice as she insists about…“the need to help students to establish their own voices;2 to 
coach these voices to produce notes that would be heard clearly in larger society” (p. 296). 
My thoughts move on… Many learners’ needs are not catered for in our curriculum in public 
schools. Learners are not “heard” and their needs are not met. These “marginalised voices” 
(Swanson, 2004), I believe, lead to such designated learners performing poorly on average. 
Their social disadvantage leaves them open and vulnerable to scrutiny, criticism and 
ostracism from peers, educators and society at large. Often they do not feel worthy or 
deserving of praise, having internalised the subjugating discourse about them, and this largely 
impacts on their emotional growth and personal wellbeing, it could be argued. As I have 
witnessed, often learners who are socially disadvantaged would be withdrawn, speak very 
little, and display subdued body language. It has been my experience that they often do not 
interact freely with all learners at school, but rather stick to learners who live close by or are 
in similar circumstances as a way of finding a place of “belonging” (Swanson: 2004). And I 
am remembering as I see my many years of experience of schooling in my mind, when you 
look at the playground during lunch break it is as if an invisible hand has segregated the 
children. The affluent get the shaded seats to eat their lunch, whilst the socially disadvantaged 
get the tarmac on which they play games like skipping in the sweltering heat. This division is 
therefore prevalent both inside, and out of the classroom. It is mapped onto the places and 
spaces of our physical world, and it is visible and embodied. What interventions are 
necessary? How does this move me as an educator to intercede, to act to right the injustices? 
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I am reminded of Bhabha (1994) in his asking, “whose voice gets heard in determining what 
is best for poor children or children of colour?” (p. 47). Parents and learners are not given 
sufficient opportunities to articulate their innovative ideas, offer alternatives, or state their 
needs. As I think about it, I assert that the school as a whole has within its ambit the 
opportunity to create these spaces for marginalised voices to be heard. But what would it 
take? I believe that these learners are deemed as non-existent, internalising their own erasure, 
until they have the ‘good fortune’, often by chance, of meeting a human who is ‘humane’ 
enough to love them unconditionally. What a sorry world this is that makes the vulnerable so 
vulnerised.  
My heart is saying that it is this unconditional love that will unlock the doors to the immense 
possibilities and great potential hidden within each of these children. Love is the key that has 
the ability to transform dark cloudy skies into rainbows of opportunity. But how do we 
transform the dark clouds and the dialogues of silence into light and voice? How do we find 
our way in the dark or hear within the silence(d) discourse? “Silence invades sites of struggle 
and disjuncture in discourses of power as it simultaneously evades accountability and 
definition” (Swanson, 2010, p. 10). 
Humaneness has no colour, substance or essence, but it is tangible in one’s soul when 
present. It is visceral, felt and real. But power undermines this and creates the unfeeling 
blindness of the inhumane. It is difficult for those in power to allow themselves to be 
governed by the superior law of love (Vanier, 1998, p. 156). When utilised properly, love 
with respectfulness and integrity, can perform miracles, changing a ‘can’t’ into a ‘can’, and a 
‘no’ into a ‘yes’. It opens many doors that would otherwise be shut and inaccessible to 
marginalised learners. Humaneness shifts its position continuously so that sometimes we are 
not prepared for what’s to come. It also allows us to explore the spaces that it slips into whilst 
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our backs are turned. We need to be able to sense it and become more familiar with its modus 
operandi, so as to interrogate and engage in discourse with it. 
I therefore seek to unfold what is humanity in an education context. I try to make meaning of 
humaneness and to highlight and interact with it via the experiences in my classroom, 
community, and the school. In doing so, it is a difficult journey, with deep dark crevices and 
pitfalls, but it offers the hope of transcendent light, a robust and satisfying way of engaging 
with the world, and a place to make ‘the human’ a central focus of a robust understanding of 
a meaningful way of learning to be(come). 
I continue on this journey as I write my way reflectively and reflexively towards it. Ellis 
(2004) affirms that reflective writing has shifted from ‘participant observation to observation 
of the participant’ (p. 50).  It is only through observation of the participant, in this case 
myself, that one can gauge the thoughts, insights and reactions of one’s learners through 
gauging oneself.  There is an integral bond of trust and mutual interest that develops, which 
allows your learners or the community at large to open up and fill the silenced spaces and 
voids that were evident previously. There is mutualism and sharing, and a spirit of humility 
prevails. There is no judgement or segregation but just a simple coming together with mutual 
goals and an ethos of love and grace. This is what my heart aspires to. This is what my lived 
experience has borne witness to. And so I ask myself, what qualities of being are necessary to 
reach a state of humaneness through a palpably robust, wise and ethical humaneness? 
Delpit (1998) posits: 
To do this takes a very special kind of listening, listening that requires not only open 
eyes and ears but open hearts and minds. We do not really see through our eyes and 
hear through our ears, but through our beliefs. To put our beliefs on hold is to cease to 
exist as ourselves for a moment – and that is not easy… and (it is about) willing to see 
yourself in the unflattering light of another’s angry gaze. It is not easy, but it is the 
only way to learn what it might feel like to be someone else and the only way to start 
the dialogue. (p. 297) 
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I assert that God’s wisdom has blessed us with our senses, the very senses we need to give us 
an inkling of what learners are experiencing. Pastoral care, human values, and caring for 
others is very often neglected and relegated to insignificance. I have seen in my experience 
with schools that it is not a priority, and filling the learner with procedural mathematical 
‘skills’ is deemed more important. However, in hindsight, I realise that these values3 are more 
important than any knowledge of mathematics theorems and strategies. It is these values that 
engender character. More than just mathematical skills and literacy, it is the values of care 
and respect for others that will enable the child to develop holistically, becoming a 
responsible citizen who would positively contribute to society and the economy, rather than 
the dispassionate mathematical skills alone. This is echoed by hooks (1994) when she says 
that: 
My hope emerges from those places of struggle where I witness individuals positively 
transforming their lives and the world around them. Educating is always a vocation 
rooted in hopefulness. As teachers we believe that learning is possible, that nothing 
can keep an open mind from seeking after knowledge and finding a way to know. (p. 
xiv) 
  
I align myself with this belief as I seek ways of providing opportunities for my learners to 
find hope and thus transcendence in their lives. This is no easy task, but takes commitment, 
dedication and the tangible belief that God’s wisdom will always open doors when the 
intention to be of service is present. This wisdom was only learnt after many failures and the 
dawning of the realisation of ‘everything in God’s time’ and the knowledge that when God is 
foremost in your life, all things are possible. 
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1As we mature both intellectually, psychologically, but also spiritually, we grapple 
with and eventually learn certain wisdoms, as if the sea stops its rolling for a second 
and the salt silts into the bed of our consciousness. One of the most important ones 
that I have learnt on my journey was that everything in our lives happens for a 
‘reason’ (not a rational reason, but a spiritual, cosmic reason) and, in hindsight, I 
realise that God in her/his infinite wisdom allows events to happen in the correct 
time and place, the kairos of appropriacy, and that s/he always gives you what you 
need, but not necessarily what you want. A thread that is also woven into my life is 
treating my vocation as an educator as a form of worship. I have learnt that it not 
only allows me to meet my material needs, but it is also a sacred task, which I 
honour with reverence and gratitude. Teaching with gratitude is an orientation to 
the vocation, which many fail to experience in their lives, internalising the burdens 
and subjugation of their role that is imposed on them daily through authoritarian 
policy structures, ever-increasing demands and diminishing resources. Through 
teaching with gratitude, I am inspired to look at my learners with ‘soft eyes’ and 
accept them as they are. They may not always be the most gifted academically, but 
they are robust embodiments of creativity, inspiration and love that add joy, 
worthiness, and laughter to my own existence and give spiritual meaning to my 
vocation. The children are precious gifts who amaze me with their profound wisdom 
and timeless knowledge about the world around us. I have learnt valuable lessons 
from their life experiences, their open trust and enthusiasm, their natural joyousness, 
and from their young beings. Teaching with gratitude is a form of spiritual and 
pedagogic practice. It draws its source from a freedom of spirit and being. hooks 
(1994) speaks about this in terms of the practice of freedom. She says:  
To educate as the practice of freedom is a way of teaching that anyone can 
learn. That learning process comes easiest to those of us who teach who also 
believe that there can be an aspect of our vocation that can be sacred, who 
believe that our work is not merely to share information but to share in the 
intellectual and spiritual growth of our students. To teach in a manner that 
respects and cares for the souls of our students is essential if we are to provide 
the necessary conditions where learning can most deeply and intimately 
begin. (p. 13) 
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2 I believe that it is only when you have the passion and drive to make a positive 
difference in the world you inhabit that you will open yourself up to possibilities 
and also criticisms. But what does ‘positive’ look like? It is about values and a 
spiritual (not necessarily religious) orientation to the world, to see it larger than 
yourself, a largeness in your responsiveness to others, especially those most 
vulnerable and in need of your loving allowances. For this, you need to be resilient 
and steadfast in what you believe and want to achieve in order to ensure the holistic 
growth of our learners. For me, religion is universal in the sense that no religion 
would actively teach you to hate or be disrespectful. As part of our daily prayer 
(which does not follow any one religious doctrine) in class we also engage in a quiet 
time, where we sit silently for a few minutes and revere God’s glory. It is also a time 
for personal reflection and contemplation, a way of comprehending and 
apprehending ourselves and the world, before we begin our tasks. This is endorsed 
by Freire (2004) when he posits: 
The world is being. With curious subjectivity, intelligence, and interference 
into the objectivity to which I dialectically relate, my role in the world is not 
simply to apprehend what occurs, but to intervene as the active subject of 
occurrences. I am not a mere object of history but equally its subject. In the 
world of history, of politics, of culture, I apprehend not simply to adapt but to 
change. Even the physical world, …By apprehending, we become able to 
intervene in reality, a task incomparably more complex and generating of 
new knowledge than that of simply adapting to it. (p. 60) 
 
As educators we are entrusted with the task of educating. We need to be careful that 
we do not just regurgitate the dominant curriculum, but also create spaces for our 
learners to challenge, enquire, engage and think critically, so as to make informed 
choices. From a personal viewpoint, poverty is a casualty of the dominant political 
ideology and is beyond the control of the oppressed. I view critical education as one 
of the pathways to liberation. Liberation is only possible by intervention and the 
igniting of the flame of hope, which must be fuelled by empowering, worthy 
knowledge. By making the oppressed responsible for their situation, is part of the 
dominant ideology, which victimises them, making them culpable of their own 
disempowered situation, making them feel guilty or a burden. Here, their citizenship 
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as a part of belonging to a society or the state falls into question. As educators we 
can do much to enable the process whereby the oppressed throw off the shackles of 
imposed guilt and victimisation, and have this replaced with a sense of self-
responsibility and self-pride so that they are enabled to recognise that they are 
valuable and have a positive contribution to make to themselves, their families and 
society. This is a society that they don’t have to necessarily accept, but one which 
they can work to change towards a greater goodness, a goodness they can 
determine.   
3 Vanier (1998) infers: 
We human beings are all fundamentally the same. We all belong to a 
common, broken humanity. We all have wounded, vulnerable hearts. Each 
one of us needs to feel appreciated and understood; we all need help. (p. 37) 
 
Mutual belonging, irrespective of our diverse cultural and religious beliefs, allows us 
to transcend boundaries and work towards a common good. When we open our 
hearts to opportunities of love and hope, we radiate and attract others to gravitate 
towards transcending barriers. I have learnt that if we let go of our fears and 
prejudices, we become ‘fit’ to help break down walls. These orientations towards 
others and ourselves encourage trust and dialogue and we act in communion with 
each other rather than in dichotomous relation to each other. I believe that in this 
way it allows us to be open and reveal our own weakness to each other, which 
engenders a deeper spiritual understanding, even in our brokenness and 
vulnerability. In this sense, vulnerability becomes a spiritual strength we are enabled 
to draw on through its recognition and embrace such that we see it as a special gift; a 
gift that would enhance our growth and maturity, which, in turn, assists in the 
development of teaching with gratitude and thus enables the pedagogical and 
spiritual practice of freedom.   
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A CRACK IN THE MAST 
This narrative rendering was the catalyst that shaped my destiny. I liken myself to a vessel 
that had a cracked mast. The mast is traditionally the pole that holds up the sails, waiting to 
catch a breeze or wind strong enough to propel the vessel forward. 
Unfortunately or fortunately, a crack developed in my mast, which forced me to (re)visit and 
(re)envision my life. This allowed me to get to know my strengths, opportunities, weaknesses 
and (self) threats. It enabled profound personal growth, and offered me the opportunity to 
gaze upon my students from a more ‘realistic’ perspective. Here, ‘realistic’ refers to the 
pragmatics of their situation, but also to get a deeper grip on the reality of their lives through 
the reflective process of living through the trauma of the reality of my own life. The adage 
that ‘good comes from adversity’ rings true in my ears as I feel that through this episodic 
chapter in my life, I have become a better and more compassionate human, one which can 
embrace human(e)ness. A humane educator comes from that place of being that has grown a 
compassionate human.   
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Entering the dark, swirling waters on a stormy night sea... 
Totally oblivious to the tumultuous events that were about to unravel before my eyes, 
I gently rock my eighteen month old daughter on my hip. As she doses off I tenderly 
place her on the bed and watch her chest rise and fall rhythmically while her three 
year old sibling plays innocently at the floor of the crib. I absorb the scene of the 
dimly lit room, my chest swelling with pride at the two blessings bestowed upon me. 
At first glance he looks the same, the usual attire and demeanour. It is only after a 
second glance that I notice his body movements are erratic and, I can only assume, 
are the product of inner turmoil he feels bubbling under the surface. His calm and 
collected exterior slowly disintegrates as he builds the nerve to break the news to me. 
He seems to be wound up tightly like a coiled spring ready to unleash a vast amount 
of potential energy. His face is drawn with deep crevices between his brows. He 
averts his eyes to avoid my prying gaze. He shifts his weight and his tense muscles 
are unmistakable. His confrontational movements are echoed in his shifty, 
unapologetic eyes that scream for release. 
I gently pick up my three year old daughter and rock her to sleep. I epitomise the 
stereotypical submissive wife, silently trying to make sense of the fury emanating 
from him. I hope that perhaps this impending tragedy is merely a figment of my 
imagination. I search tirelessly in my mind, trying to find an explanation, naively 
believing that I had committed some transgression to bring about his irrational, 
erratic behaviour. 
When my daughter is asleep, I place her on my bed and gingerly look at his face. It is 
distorted with pent up rage, vengeance and distaste. His eyes reveal an inferno of 
emotions threatening to explode. My confusion expands and I pray that this 
impending nightmare would end. 
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I distinctly remember the mantra ‘The eyes are the windows to your soul’ playing like 
a harp out of tune, over and over again in my mind…  
‘I don’t love you anymore’ he uttered.  
…… 
Stunned, I see his lips moving and the words have registered in my ears, but my 
muddled brain cannot assimilate its meaning. Furtively, I pick up my eyes to meet 
his and it finally registers that he is serious. I feel like an actress in a silent movie. I 
want to speak and move my jaws but no sound emanates from them. My throat is 
parched and my heart is racing as if I have just run a 100 metre race.  Finally, I 
swallow an excess of saliva and ask him: “Why?” 
He rebuffs any questions I have and quickly retreats to the safety of the extended 
family with which we live. I am left in a quandary as to what to do. My body is 
electrified with adrenaline, yet static. I strain my ears to listen to the voices from the 
other room. I catch nuances and whispers but generally they seem to be having a 
normal conversation about the world news currently taking place. 
This whole episode seems so surreal and I feel that I may have imagined it. Is it the 
work of an over-active imagination or is it just my insecurities that are creating this 
horror movie? I wait in trepidation for him to return to our room, but he has fallen 
asleep on the sofa in the lounge whilst watching television. Being the traditional 
Indian wife where the male is dominant, I submissively wait …. and wait …. for the 
time when he will speak to me.  
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The mast at half-mast… 
This was the catalyst that set me on my journey to discovering the many facets of my being.  
I had to shed the many different facades I had portrayed to the world previously and seek my 
authentic1 self-presence inside of me. I realised then that previously I had been caught up in 
the opinions of others, giving deference to them, self-silencing and sublimating my own 
opinions. The catalyst taught me not to be a “football of others’ opinions”. The trauma of this 
experience also caused me to throw my rose-tinted spectacles away and face the brutal reality 
of being vulnerable and at a loss of how to cope with this reality called life. This set me on a 
new path where I realised that, via my difficulties, I was changing my perspectives and 
becoming a more approachable and humane person.  
Nouwens (1972) infers: 
But what are our wounds? They may have been spoken about in many ways by many 
voices. Words such as alienation, separation, isolation and loneliness have been used 
as the names of our wounded condition. Maybe the word loneliness best expresses our 
immediate experience and therefore most fittingly enables us to understand our 
brokenness (p. 83). 
 
It is only when we have experienced a traumatic event ourselves that we are able to relate 
fully to the trauma of others before we can offer assistance to them. Without this traumatic 
experience that catalyses deep self-and-other reflection, we cannot begin to soothe the 
wounds of others with the balm of our own traumatic experience. It is through compassion 
from the level of heart-to-heart that healing can begin and we can begin to walk in the shoes 
of others, as we have metaphorically, psychologically, ‘been there’ ourselves.  
With the crack of the mast in the storm of despair, I sought a bay of refuge, a bay of 
spirituality, which provided a resting place were I could heal my mast and be well in the ship 
of myself again. I also looked at ways to transcend the difficulties I had faced and the 
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difficulties that could be faced in other storms, rebuilding a sturdier mast, and I used this 
new-found strength to catapult me onto new discoveries about myself. 
I believe that all deep learning is connected to personal growth, which leads to awareness, 
consciousness and empowerment.  Thus, via the varied initiatives that we do at our school, 
we try to provide opportunities for personal growth and freedom. This ensures that not only 
the academically affluent are catered for. Gardening, values education, environmental 
awareness, sport, creativity and entrepreneurship skills are also encouraged. Each, it is hoped, 
expands the curriculum and treats teaching as a holistic enterprise, as an expansive pragmatic 
that is connected to the practice of freedom.    
As Nodding (2002) reminds us: “Care is basic to human life – all people want to be cared 
for” (p. 11). Nel Nodding states that natural caring is a moral attitude whereby we long for 
goodness. She further delves into the discoveries of the self that take place while one is 
engaging in this two-way process of caring. One discovers that one is more receptive and 
attentive. Although one may feel that you are the one offering support and help, one would be 
amazed to discover that one is slowly evolving to reach one’s highest potential there is in 
terms of ‘mutuality of relationships’ (Vanier 2003, p. 67). Thus, I have come to understand 
that a humane educator listens receptively and actively. She listens and observes silent 
nuances and innuendos. This allows her to be receptive, open and respond appropriately. It 
also involves reciprocity, that is, both the carer and the cared for give and receive, but in very 
different ways.  
According to Sathya Sai Baba (2007): 
A school should not be considered a common place arrangement designed for        
teaching and learning. It is a place where the consciousness2 is aroused and 
illuminated, purified and strengthened, this place where the seeds of discipline, duty 
and devotion are planted and fostered into fruition (Sri Sathya Sai World Foundation, 
p. 69).  
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This consciousness, which points to the purposes of education – a very different sense of 
purpose and fostering of consciousness than that which the current dominant policy and 
political structures permit, is connected to the holism we seek to achieve in our teaching, in 
our learners, and in our own lives.  It also reminds me of how it relates to life as a narrative, 
and threads back to the question of research, of my reflexive research. I think back to the 
purposes of my research as I think of the purposes of education. I think back into narrative 
and the nature of research. This research uses narrative3, but writing is a narrative. The 
research is happening as I write whilst continually reflecting on my practice. I look at various 
ways of making meaning in my teaching and to make my teaching meaningful so as to enrich 
my learners’ experience of learning as well as their lives. I move to the scenes of my 
narrative as they occur in my classroom at the public school I teach in, in the suburb in 
Durban in KwaZulu-Natal. I am a Foundation Phase educator and I constantly remind myself 
in my narrative writing that my learners are of diverse economic, social and cultural 
backgrounds. We have extremely affluent children as well as abjectly poor children from the 
low cost housing and informal settlements around our school. This mix creates a colourful 
and interesting mix, rather than ‘a problem’, although many would see this situation as such. 
Other scenes are of my life and exist in my memory and the recessed places of my thoughts 
based on my life’s experiences as an educator. I draw on these lived experiences as the basis 
of my reflective inquiry while interrogating reflexively how I come to know what I believe. 
This is in seeking a way through to understanding the nature of humaneness through a 
process of narrativizing a journeying inquiry.  
I use ‘critical rhizomatic and reflexive narrative’ to engage with the socially disadvantaged in 
my classroom and community. The implications of the cultural diversity and social settings 
from which my learners come needs to be constantly revisited, reflected upon, thought 
through, again and again. I also further explore the implications of the construction of 
humanness in a poor socio-economic area, and what it might mean in this context. This 
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“reaching out” to humanity is an approach which seeks to balance the playing fields. There 
are repercussions of ignoring social disadvantage in education, and it requires a “researching 
out” to mitigate them. I realise that to do this “reaching out”, this practice of freedom, we 
should deeply connect with and highlight the importance of the [he]art in the art of teaching. 
This is an important role of the teacher that often is left out of debates on education. To reach 
out is to involve the [he]art in education, but it also needs to pay attention to power relations 
when dealing with issues of disadvantage and the inevitable marginalisations that persist 
when these issues are ignored.    
As Delpit (1998) noted: 
Teachers are in an ideal position to play this role, to attempt to get all the issues on    
the table in order to initiate true dialogue. This can only be done by seeking out those 
whose perspectives differ the most, by learning to give their words complete attention, 
by understanding one’s own power…by being unafraid to raise questions about 
discrimination and voicelessness …that results of such interactions may be the most 
powerful and empowering coalescence yet seen in the educational realm. ( p. 297) 
 
The concept of humanity, and what it might mean, is crucial in highlighting the spaces of 
‘deficiency’ or ‘deficit’ in the classroom. This requires a deep, astute sense of awareness of 
the experiences of my learners in a poor socio-economic community. The vulnerability of my 
learners demands that they be heard. My humanity as an educator is tied to this ‘call to arms’.  
But, it is not only my attentiveness in listening to my learners and responding to their 
vulnerabilities that is at stake here, it is a question of their learning to listen to each other. My 
role is to foster the spaces for that listening, between us, between each other, in a mutualistic 
relationship that speaks to the climate of the classroom. I believe that by creating spaces or 
opportunities for my learners to connect with each other, they are able to articulate their most 
personal fears, joys and dilemmas. This common sharing breaks down walls and boundaries 
and makes the impossible possible. This meshing of dialogue, thoughts, cultures and ideas 
lays the foundation for our common respectful humanity.  I believe that these lived realities 
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can give voice to my learners so that they can be heard, not in whispers, but as a resounding 
roar.  I am reminded of hooks (1994) words:  
Progressive, holistic education, “engaged pedagogy” is more demanding than critical 
or feminist pedagogy. For unlike these two teaching practices, it emphasizes well-
being. That means that teachers must be actively involved, committed to a process of 
self-actualization that promotes their own well-being if they teach in a manner that 
empowers students. (p. 15) 
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1As an educator I had to re-define myself and look critically at my learners and my praxis. I 
have had many successes, but also many shortfalls as well. I looked at each shortfall as an 
opportunity for growth and also to learn to ‘let go’ and not be in control of every situation. As 
educators we always want to take charge, but this new ‘fragmented me’ learnt to speak less 
and listen more with an open heart and mind. This led to profound personal growth and 
deeper spirituality, where I began learning from my learners, especially about culture, 
unconditional love, forgiveness, acceptance and becoming a better human being. Finally, I 
began giving my learners voice, which developed their self-esteem and pride. I realised as I 
witnessed it that they began to feel worthy, acknowledged and valued, and without actually 
realising it, we were engaging in a reciprocal relationship with no dominant person taking 
over the educational space. I am reminded of bell hook’s (ibid) words:  
The academy is not paradise. But learning is a place where paradise can be created. 
The classroom with all its limitations remains a location of possibility. In that field of 
possibility we have the opportunity to labour for freedom, to demand of ourselves and 
our comrades, an openness of mind and heart that allows us to face reality even as we 
collectively imagine ways to move beyond boundaries, to transgress. This is 
education as the practice of freedom. (p. 207)   
 
2 Critical pedagogy was first described by Paulo Freire and later taken on by people like 
Henry Giroux, Peter McLaren, Joe Kincheloe and Shirley Steinberg. This way of thinking 
allows learners to become critical thinkers who would be empowered to make informed 
choices and decisions. They would be able to question critically and think about the 
connections between power, poverty, inequality, oppression and marginalisation, so that in 
being aware, they might choose wisely to help change the world.   
3 Narrative allows stories to be told and for experiences to be shared, thus bringing meaning, 
hope and possibly of a better understanding with(in) our social settings and cultures. It 
affords us the opportunity to delve into what it might mean to be human within a framework 
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of respect and dignity. It seeks to transform us from the material world to a surreal one, 
where transcendence, liberation and imagination is (inter)textually entwined. It allows for the 
spiritual, emotional, aesthetic and physical to be experienced through the narratives, thus 
honouring these lived experiences and creating dialogue. It opens up possibilities for imaging 
a future society where each person is valued and treated with dignity and respect despite their 
social situation, gender, culture or race. 
Critical questions in and with(in) the narrative can provoke critical thought, engender 
spiritual growth, create awareness around social responsibility and promote personal growth. 
As educationists we all dream of liberation, especially for our marginalised learners. This 
makes us realise that the future of generations to come lies in our hands. Liberation from 
oppression is not only the problem of the dominant party in government at present, but is our 
responsibility as well. If I were to remain silent while transgressions were taking place, this 
would make me equally culpable as the perpetrator.  Responsibility for justice belongs to us 
all.  
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I alone cannot change the world, but I can cast a stone across the 
waters that can cause many ripples.  
Mother Teresa 
www.motherteresa.org/08_info/Quotesf.html 
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NAUTICAL MILE THREE 
Beacons of hope 
I am drawn to the shoreline 
By the bright beacon of light 
Sapient warmth which offers comfort and salvation, 
To the disillusioned, weary traveller. 
                                                                I gaze across the glassy waters,  
Amidst whirlpools of turbulence  
Seeking forgiveness and understanding. 
 
Your illuminating, yet silent presence, 
Emboldens me and I persevere 
Revealing a path 
In sync with my journeying, 
Where love, hope and transcendence reside. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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BEACONS OF LIGHT 
As Mandela in Crwys-Williams (2004, p. 24) states: “The fact that courage is expected of 
you in the face of the unbearable gives you the strength for the rest of your life”. These 
salient words echo the expectations that I was beset with, which spurred me on a journey of 
deeper spirituality and inner strength. When all the walls are crashing around you and you 
have reached ‘rock bottom’, the only thing that can happen is that you have begun your 
journey on your way up. You cannot sink any lower, and this stark realisation led me on a 
profound quest to find my inner strength. With the tenacity of the warthog, I put my shoulder 
to the wheel and began taking charge of my life’s decisions, taking into consideration the 
needs of my two children as well. 
                       SPIRITUALITY IS 
                              LIKE THE BREATH 
                                               OF INSPIRATION  
                                                           THAT STRENGTHENS 
                                                                          OUR MOTIVATION  
                                          Vanier (2001, p. xiii) 
Thus began my journey into spirituality via the readings and wisdoms from a master or 
enlightened being. These principles under-pinned my growth and led to a serious state of 
reflection and a deep consciousness about caring for others. When you are caught up by being 
of service to others, you are exposed to atrocities that shock you, and a feeling of gratitude at 
your own disposition prevails, when you realise that there are others who are worse off than 
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yourself. Your ‘mountain’ becomes a ‘mole-hill’ and you begin to value the people and 
events that have shaped and moulded your life. 
As Sathya Sai Baba in Venkatesh (2007, p. 3) posits:  
Human life is not meant for the enjoyment of physical comforts and worldly 
pleasures. They are momentary. It is meant to set an ideal to the rest of the world. 
Having lived all these years, what is the ideal that you have set? What is it that you 
have achieved? Put this question to yourself. The answer is a big zero. You might 
have done a few good deeds in life, but they pale in comparison to the number of bad 
deeds you might have performed. That is not the quality of a human being. Cultivate 
good thoughts, speak good words and perform good deeds (Sathya Sai Speaks, 
vol.XXXIII. p. 200). 
 
This stark reality of my connectedness to others began my faltering steps into spirituality. 
There were many moments of uncertainty and questions that continued to plague my 
thoughts, however I persevered and educated myself deeper about true spirituality that is 
universal and does not only pertain to a particular sect or group. It afforded me the 
opportunity to see all of us through the same lens. Previously I was selfish and my mindset 
was one of that of the ‘herd mentality’. I adhered to what was expected of me, despite the 
uneasy feeling that things were not right or not as it should be.  
Difficult questions arose, and through introspection and soul searching, the answers began 
pouring forth – vulnerising, challenging, pushing and pulling, and thus liberating me in my 
quest to treat each individual as sacred and special. Only when the mind is quiet and still will 
you be able to hear your inner dialogue, which brings clarity of thought, and thus the 
rhizomatic thread, connecting you to a higher power, is strengthened. In my classroom, we 
always pray together daily. The prayer is recited by learners in my class using a prayer from 
the diverse cultures and religious groups. Thus, sometimes we say an Afrikaans prayer or an 
isi-Zulu prayer, or a prayer in the Indian vernacular language. This allows us to respect the 
other faiths in our class and to also learn acceptance, cultural interconnection, and reverence. 
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BRIGHT BEACON OF LIGHT 
You entered my life, when I needed you most 
A life-line of hope to a drowning soul 
Embracing you tightly so you cannot slip away 
My illuminating beacon of hope 
I cling to you and your essence 
Not fully understanding your power or force 
 
You took me by the hand and dried my tears, 
Gave me courage to face another day. 
Your gentleness and generous thoughts 
Made each valiant step possible. 
Your ability to see my potential leaves me in awe 
Even when I stumbled or faltered. 
 
It’s you who must be commended 
For your unstinting love and patience 
You knew me better than I knew myself 
And led me to treasures unknown. 
You taught me to open myself and trust the gifts of the universe. 
You opened new doors where love and light endures. 
My heart-felt gratitude to you, my bright beacon of light. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
89 
 
Beacons, and at sea with myself…. 
It was only when I began volunteering at a local disabled club that my most profound   
personal growth began. Very naively, I thought that I would assist these ‘marginalised’ souls 
for one afternoon whilst my daughters were visiting their dad. Their overwhelming love for 
life, their genuine compassion and ability to share the little they possessed was a humbling 
experience for me. These enriched human beings taught me valuable lessons about myself 
and allowed me to make many mistakes and transgressions whilst still loving me. Very often 
as unconscious humans we think that we are ‘helping’ when we want to do everything for the 
disabled person, but in reality we are only enabling them to remain stuck in that time and 
space. They taught me about tenacity of the spirit and maintaining a ‘never say die’ attitude. 
They are proud of themselves and do not see themselves differently from the rest of us. Why 
do we think it is acceptable to constitute them as ‘different’, not only different but ‘lesser’? 
Why do we think it is acceptable to be patronising? What powerful learning from ‘the other’!   
As Nel Noddings (1984) insightfully tells us: 
Ethical caring, the relation in which we do meet others morally… [arises]…out of 
natural caring – that relation in which we respond as one caring out of love or natural 
inclination. The relation of natural caring…is…the human condition that we, 
consciously or unconsciously, perceive as ‘good’. It is that human condition toward 
which we long and strive, and it is our longing for caring – to be in that special 
relationship – that provides the motivation for us to be moral. We want to be moral in 
order to remain in the caring relation and to enhance the ideal of ourselves as one 
caring. (p. 4-5) 
 
As human beings, we are not mere spectators in the world, but are active participants. Our 
social instincts and reflective enmeshment is part and parcel of our lived experience. Often 
conflict arises as we wonder why we must do what we are pressed to do. Our inner voice or 
consciousness directs us to a particular path, but laziness or the easy way out moves us 
towards another. We are conflicted as our conscience is challenged. It is at these moments 
that we need to care the most because caring is a reciprocal relationship which nourishes and 
90 
 
enriches us at the level of the soul. In our community, differently able people are regarded as 
burdens or God’s punishment for transgressions. I have witnessed that it seems to be quite 
prevalent in the Isi-Zulu speaking community as well for these persons to be treated as the 
less than human. They are most often hidden away. They are not allowed to enjoy the 
sunshine, fresh air or be taken on outings, although the disability ‘grant’ that they receive is 
utilised by other members of the household. They are often ‘the shame’ of the family. They 
are ‘voiceless’ and have to accept the abusive treatment metered out to them. The only outing 
these humble souls receive is on the monthly outings organised by the club. It is usually on 
the first Sunday of the month where we take them to the movies, play bowls, a picnic, ten pin 
bowling, uShaka Marine World in Durban and so on. We try to broaden their horizons and 
create a space were they interact with others in the world, within the framework of equalising 
care. This was very well received by them and, with their permission, we decided to take 
them on an overnight outing to mingle and observe nature. It was amongst the most heart-
warming experiences I have ever had, as the disabled and volunteers were put into groups and 
shared chores like cleaning up, preparation of meals for about forty five people, and the 
general task of ensuring that everyone was taken care of. There was joint responsibility and 
this experience ‘cemented’ us as a family. The spontaneity of caring and the sincere desire to 
help was overwhelming. With many tears shed on the last day, we bid our fond goodbyes, but 
it has become an annual feature on our calendar, for which we always eagerly await. 
Thus, each and every member is valued and respected and each is given opportunities to take 
on leadership positions within the club. We have a constitution and our financial records are 
audited and scrutinised. We continuously strive to become better and to this end we have 
adopted a disabled school as our networking partner. A group of twenty learners from this 
institution joins us on every social outing, and we provide expertise in the field of education 
by assisting those learners who are in matric and who might have difficulty in accounting, 
mathematics and English. We offer classes in these fields of study and learners are afforded 
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the opportunity to identify their problem areas and seek assistance. On hearing that some of 
the learners succeeded and went on to further training or the university, we all seemed to 
burst with pride and joy for them, such was our connection developed. Such is the structural 
oppressions in our country that the unfortunate reality is that the school will not let you stay 
on at their premises if you have completed matric, and the government grant that students are 
afforded is such a pittance that they are unable to pay rent and live with the money. Access to 
state funding for disabled learners is very beauracratic and lengthy. We have had success in 
finding employment for some learners utilising legal options. Constitutional law states that 
each South African company must employ a certain percentage of differently able people. 
This has had its advantages if you have the time and resources to advocate on behalf of a 
disabled student. What happens to those who have no one to lobby for them? Reflecting back, 
what began as an afternoon has lasted for the past eighteen years! I am enriched by the 
experiences we have shared and feel humbled and honoured to be a part of such an 
outstanding group of people that have helped me more than I could ever have helped them 
find my own humanity and learn to be(come) more human and human(e).  This was my 
rhizome of wisdom, just an insignificant thread at first, but one which produced a robust 
ecological whole, a whole life and a whole person.  
I am reminded of David Cormier’s (2008) words: 
In the rhizomatic model of learning, curriculum is not driven by predefined inputs 
from experts; it is constructed and negotiated in real time by the contributions of those 
engaged in the learning process. This community acts as the curriculum, 
spontaneously shaping, constructing, and reconstructing itself and the subject of its 
learning in the same way that the rhizome responds to changing environmental 
conditions. http://davecormier.com/edblog/2008/06/03/rhizomatic-education-
community-as-curriculum/ 
 
Thus our joint learning has had many Deleuzian rhizomatic experiences and ‘moments of 
articulation’ (Swanson, 2004) and action, and these have created spaces or opportunities for 
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learners to soar with the eagles. Although some of them may be bound to the wheelchair 
physically, on an intellectual, spiritual and sporting level they have achieved many accolades, 
even in the provincial and international arenas. But what has been the greater lesson, was the 
wisdom and humanity they shared with me, who needed to grow spiritually and mature into 
the wisdom they already had.   
I am strengthened by the words of Oliver Wendell Holmes in Morse (1986, p. 265): 
 I have, in common with you, a desire to leave the world. 
A little more human 
                                                               Than if I had not lived; 
                                                       For a true humanity is, I believe, 
                                                       Our nearest approach to divinity. 
This is further endorsed by Friere (1997): 
Hope is an ontological requirement for human beings… Hope of liberation does not 
mean liberation already. It is necessary to fight for it… liberation is a possibility, not 
fate nor destiny nor burden. In this context one can realise the importance of 
education for decision, for rupture, for choice, for ethics to last. For this reason, the 
more subjected and less able to dream of freedom that they are, the less able concrete 
human beings are to face their challenges. The more of a sombering present there is, 
one in which the future is drowned, the less hope there will be for the 
oppressed…Thus education in the service of domination cannot cause critical and 
dialectical thinking, rather it stimulates naïve thinking of the world. (p. 43) 
 
I have learned that to dream freedom is to live the hope, but also to act upon those injustices 
we witness so as to turn them around as much as we have it within our hands to do so. To 
practice freedom is to live it out in the works we do that might make a difference, no matter 
how small, to the lives of others. This is the hope that must be lived or it will die. Hopefully, 
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my interactions with the differently-abled group have contributed positively in their personal 
lives and I am inspired by the words of Sri Sathya Sai Baba, in Venkatesh (2007):  
Water turns into vapour from the ocean and assumes different forms and qualities. It 
acquires purity and sweetness and returns to the ocean in another form. Look at the 
changes it goes through in this process. Turning into vapour, becoming a cloud, 
coming down as rain, flowing into rivulets. It joins the ocean as a river. The change 
into vapour is Sathya (truth), the formation of the cloud is Dharma (right action), 
coming down as raindrops corresponds to Prema (love), the drops joining to become 
the river is Ananda (bliss). This stream of bliss merges in the ocean of Grace. 
Sometime or the other, what has come from the Divine has to merge in the Divine. 
This is the natural destiny of all living things (Sathya Sai speaks vol.xxx.p. 47). (p. 
33) 
 
Therefore, we all share a common humanity and are all interconnected in this experience 
called ‘life’. It is only when we are actively conscientised, in Freirian terms, that we realise 
that our actions have the power to impact both positively or negatively, which are 
re(de)fining moments of reflection and action. From the experiences with the disabled 
community, deeper introspection ensued and I learnt the art of meditation where the mind is 
quietened so as to allow me to attune myself to become one with my spiritual core or intrinsic 
divinity. This form of silence allows me to listen intently to my own thoughts and revisit sites 
of paradoxes and dilemmas. It also affords me the opportunity to redirect these thoughts and 
transform them into positive, meaningful action. Each and every one of us is like the 
raindrops that quench the parched earth. Only when the earth is saturated, will new growth 
take place. We need each other to strengthen our bond so as to envision a society where 
justice and integrity reign supreme. 
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THE PEARL1IN THE OYSTER 
This narrative rendering addresses progressivism in education and is indicative of viewing 
education through the lens of possibilities. By incorporating this theme into our present 
curriculum, I feel that it has impacted positively in the lives of my learners. Learners who 
were emotionally traumatised, socially alienated and personally affected by an event or 
episode have been able to make a 360° turn around in their behaviour, social setting or 
realise that there is a helping hand out there in society.  
As part of our curriculum, all learners are requested to write about their special or most 
fervent wish that they would like honoured. As a team, we look at the requests of the 
learners and enter into discourse about the merits of each individual case. Using 
collaboration and participation, a decision is made to honour selected learners’ wishes. 
This is done at a special assembly where all learners at the end of the year are honoured 
with a certificate applauding their special skills and talents. Generally, only those learners 
who excel in the academic and sporting arenas are acknowledged. But here we 
acknowledge every learner for an outstanding trait. We also invite the parents to this 
special assembly. This initiative has seen many positive changes in the lives of our learners. 
It has encouraged learners to attend school regularly and self-reflect on their behaviour, 
academic performance, and generally has led to positively enhancing our learners’ lives. 
Invaluable skills also have been gained. The Chinese proverb: Give a man a fish and you 
feed him for a day, but teach a man to fish and you feed him for a lifetime, resonates with 
the idea of this initiative. 
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WISH COME TRUE…. 
Nervously, she reaches for the handle of the back passenger door. Her clammy hand slips. 
Flustered, she turns to the educator who is accompanying her on this special trip. She 
tentatively clambers into the car and painstakingly palms down the folds of her school 
uniform. Her neat, off-white dress shows the signs of constant2 use. Every crease and crumple 
is examined as she tries to look her best for this exciting moment, one which is to be the 
highlight of her life thus far. I glanced at her braided hair pulled tight and her doe eyes that 
absorbed the scenery whizzing past her through the rear-view mirror.  
“Do you know where we are going to, Katelyn?” I ask. 
“Yes mam, we are going for an interview about the wish that I wrote”, she replied. 
“Are you excited about the interview?” I query gently. 
 She nods her head to the affirmative and in an apprehensive voice says, “I am so scared, 
mam. You see, mam, I have never been in a car before and I am just looking at all the people 
and things just going past me”, she replied.  
Quite taken aback by this revelation,3my colleague and I stare at each other in disbelief. We 
don’t let her see us.  
As we travel along to our destination, my colleague and I point out places of interest to 
Katelyn. She is enthralled by the diverse scenery, the sea as we near the coast, and the wide 
variety of vehicles on the road. She shares that she has only travelled by bus to go on school 
excursions (which is free to indigent learners), and that otherwise, her family walk 
everywhere, which on occasion entails walking kilometres to visit family. At last we arrive at 
our destination.  
96 
 
We try to prepare Katelyn by telling her that she has embarked on a wonderful journey and 
that she is about to meet different people. We constantly remind her that she is safe and that 
she is a special little young lady with immense possibilities. We get out of the car. Katelyn 
stares in awe 4at the glassy exterior of the herculean building. We usher her in and she is 
faced with the new experience of an elevator. We explain to her that it is like your own 
spaceship which will take you to the place you want to go. She gets in and we allow her to 
press the buttons to make her feel more comfortable with this new experience. The elevator 
door opens. We enter a plush foyer and Katelyn is fascinated by the abstract floral décor on 
display. We are welcomed and introduced to the presenters of a radio show. They make 
Katelyn feel comfortable and begin chatting about her wish. 
“Welcome”, Dave says as he introduces my colleague and me.  
“So tell us about this special initiative you run at your school”, he asks. 
My colleague replies, “As part of the Literacy programme at our school, we afford learners 
the opportunity to write about their deepest wish that they would like to be honoured. It could 
be anything that the learner yearns for, which s/he feels would add value to her/his life. We 
then sit together as a team and discuss the most “deserving” wishes. We look at each request 
and weigh them on merit as to which learner needs that little extra care, which could be a 
catalyst to change their disposition. The wishes are listed and after deliberation a consensus 
is reached .These wishes are generally honoured by the team if it is within our ambit, or we 
seek outside donors who have the capacity to honour the specific wish.” 
“How has this impacted on your learners?” asked Dave. 
“We have witnessed positive 5changes in behaviour, improved scholastic performance, 
regular attendance at school, and generally the learner finally feels that he/she is worthy, 
valued and accepted”, I reply. He introduces Katelyn to the listeners. 
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“Tell us about your special wish Katelyn?” 
“I wish for a vegetable garden, so that my family could plant vegetables and therefore we 
will have food. Also the people who live near us will also have food as we will share all our 
produce with them. It will be like a community garden 6 where we all work together and then 
we won’t be hungry anymore”, replied Katelyn. 
At this juncture, Dave introduces Willie who manages a local gardening centre. He further 
questions Katelyn about her wish and compliments her on her caring nature. He informs us 
that he is the ‘Fairy God Father’7 who would be honouring Katelyn’s wish.   
Katelyn is ecstatic and shouts a loud “thank you”! She is overjoyed and her visage glows 
with appreciation and gratitude. Not only does Willie provide garden utensils but also a 
hanging garden, fertilizer, as well as on-going advice and support. We are overjoyed at this 
generous gesture and with gratitude and admiration we humbly thank the sponsors and the 
radio station as well. 
This was a day for great celebration and what better way to end, than with an ice cream 
treat.  
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1 Pearl: this is a smooth lustrous, variously coloured deposit, chiefly calcium carbonate, 
formed around a grain of sand or other foreign matter in the shells of certain molluscs and 
valued as a gem. www.thefreeonlinedictionary.com/. The pearl symbolises overcoming 
adversity through its radiant transcendence. The oyster covers the grain of sand with a 
smooth layer of calcium, so that it no longer causes discomfort. The pearl then becomes a 
part of the oyster and is continuously coated so that it grows in size and luminosity. In the 
way I have used this metaphor, the pearl is also associated with sacred power and is seen as 
generative with the power to heal and protect as well. 
http://t.answers.com/answers/#!/entry/what-is-the-significance-of-the-
pearl,4fe234ae4b672622b84d295/2  
Similarly, I hope that when my learners know that they are loved and respected, they too 
would be like the valuable pearl, and be able to break free of their socio-economic setting and 
illuminate their lives in a shimmering, opalescent light, like that of the pearl’s, and that of the 
community as well. There is sacredness within each of us. All one needs to reveal the gem 
within is an educator or mentor who values one and loves one unconditionally. 
2 Although her school dress was threadbare, Katelyn wore it with pride. This attests to the 
fact that although Katelyn and her family were poor economically, Katelyn was nevertheless 
always neatly attired and her personal hygiene was immaculate. Very often we tie poverty 
and poor personal hygiene into the same parcel, but being poor does not mean that you have 
to be dirty. It is our narrow mindset that dictates our compartmentalisation of our learners via 
their socio-economic background. We need to look beyond the violence of the dominant 
ideology and the colonising perspectives of the more privileged and have the insightfulness 
and spirituality to value the pearls or gems in our midst. The imposed economic situatedness 
is beyond the ‘disadvantaged’ learners control and s/he is actually a victim of a political 
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system that seems to reproduce itself, not only within the extant political structures, but 
within our psyches and souls as well. It is all the more shameful if we are unable ‘to see’ and 
cannot transcend our own bigotry and the often silent ways in which we perpetuate the 
injustice.    
3 This is the norm for some of the dedicated parents in our community. They somehow have a 
sense that education is the key to liberating them from their social circumstance and thus 
would do everything in their power to ensure that their children attend school. They make 
many sacrifices to give their children the best they can, even if it means walking many a 
kilometre to save a few rands taxi fare. This money is used in the household to purchase 
essentials to offer their children better opportunities. Education is valued and prized as 
important. Most of the parents of our learners are so-called ‘illiterate’ or have very little 
formal education. However, this often belies a rich capacity. Many possess outstanding life 
skills and are very smart and savvy. There is an enormous wealth of humanism and heartfelt 
humanity that can be witnessed too if one has the humility of receptiveness ‘to see’ and 
acknowledge.  
4 We take everything in our lives so much for granted that we could not even imagine what 
Katelyn was experiencing. Katelyn entered a surreal world and was dumbstruck by her new 
surroundings. She nevertheless held onto the dignity of her selfless dream that was for her 
family, not herself. When we look at our learners, we must take cognisance of their socio- 
economic and cultural differences, and consequently I strongly disagree with the current 
Curriculum and Assessment Policy Statement (CAPS), for in Jonathan Jansen’s (2012) 
words, a leading South African academic, “We have turned education into a force-feeding 
exercise,” and this is also attested to by the Freirian (1970) philosophy of ‘banking 
education’, with passive learners as the product, which Freire so forcefully critiqued. We, as 
educators, need to develop critical thinkers who can make informed choices. As I have 
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mentioned before, as educationists we are constantly filling our learners with knowledge and 
facts, like the filling of a pail, and then expecting them to give the correct answers when 
tested. What are we really testing? Are we testing their memory only? Is education memory 
work only? Education has been reduced to a vicious cycle of production and reproduction. 
Learners are fed the prerequisite curriculum and regurgitate the expected answers. They are 
then deemed ‘successful’ if they can do this regurgitation well. In my opinion, this is a very 
narrow understanding of the curriculum, for a learner with a photographic memory would 
pass with flying colours, yet s/he may not have the common sense to make informed, wise 
choices that impact on her/his everyday life. S/he might also not be a critically conscious 
person who can read the world in a way that enables her/him to know how to go about 
changing it, or even knowing why it should change, being unable to understand the structural 
nature of injustice and oppression.  
5 This project has been in existence for a number of years and we realise that it is a vehicle for 
change as learners have made a 360° turn in behaviour, academic performance, caring for 
others, responsibility, improved attendance and being role models to others. This project is 
featured at the school assembly and also in the local newspapers. We are constantly seeking 
to improve our praxis and this was one initiative that was well received and made a positive 
impact on our learners. Learners also seek to emulate good role models and, by highlighting 
these selfless learners, we offer opportunities for self-reflection and self-improvement.    
6 This particular learner lives in a community setting in which there is a very limited area. 
There are about six homes/shacks that share the same playing area, washing area, and 
communal area. They live in close proximately of each other and there is reciprocal caring 
and sharing. If one family receives a food parcel, everybody in that community would have a 
decent meal that night as it is shared. This spirit of Ubuntu is the unwritten law of this land 
and joys are celebrated and sorrows shared. They are a close-knit community despite their 
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varied racial and cultural differences. This little community lives the meaning of Ubuntu 
daily where sincere care, love and hope reside. The little material offerings they possess are 
shared equally irrespective of who it belonged to originally. Very often, for special occasions, 
clothes and shoes may be ‘borrowed’ so that the learner looks and feels good on her/his 
birthday. This is the spirit of this impoverished community and I have learnt valuable lessons 
and humility from my interactions with them. 
7 It is only through the interventions of generous souls who want to make a positive 
difference in the world that we can change personal circumstances and embetter 
communities. These selfless individuals are God’s ‘angels’ in our midst. Their contributions, 
whether they are financial, skills-based or emotional, open doors which would have otherwise 
remained shut. The wisdom I have learnt is that it is only through requesting the honouring of 
these wishes from the vast sea of opportunity that a positive impact can be felt and lived. 
Some requests are beyond the financial viability of an educator, and by networking with more 
lucrative partners, dreams can be fulfilled and realised. Initially, we just put the wish out to 
the corporate world and were amazed by the responses. Sometimes we limit our opportunities 
by our own perceived notions about the world. It is only when we open ourselves to the sea 
of opportunity that we can envision a world that is generous, caring and giving. That 
envisioning becomes the reality. One has to make reality as one should make justice happen. 
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BARNACLES 
Their suction cusps 
(re)position themselves securely 
Against the constant lashings of the waves 
Enjoying the bountifulness of the oceans 
Whilst giving nothing in return. 
Is it the un-written laws of nature? 
To have others carry you through life 
OR 
Is it God’s way of bringing to conscious awareness? 
The unscrupulous opportunists lurking in our midst 
SO 
With a sharp edged sword 
I cleave a way forward 
By setting them free 
To find a more passive host. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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BARNACLES ON THE HULL 
This excerpt indicates that no matter how good your intentions are, you can never fully 
predict the actions or motivations of others. It also addresses some of the obstacles, failures 
or pitfalls I experienced whilst trying to make a positive impact on my learners. 
Society constantly judges us and yet, so many of us strive to be responsible citizens. However, 
we sometimes lose our way and may need a helping hand to get back on our path. This 
narrative shows that there will always be failures in your quest to make a difference in the 
lives of others, but it is your perspective on how you address these challenges that matter. 
You cannot punish the child for the transgression of the adult. S/he is an innocent victim of 
circumstances beyond her/his control. I looked at other ways to validate and honour the lives 
of the child so that s/he realises that s/he is an important part of society and can make 
valuable contributions to it. I also looked upon these failures as a stepping stone to success 
where valuable lessons are learnt that would empower and bring the highest good to benefit 
my learner and society. 
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Entering the story, reaching the hull of barnacles1 … 
As part of our traditional Hindu custom, Diwali
2
 is a joyous 
celebration similar to the celebration of Christmas for Christians. 
It is a time of hope, of transcendence of good over evil, and a 
generosity of spirit prevails. It is also a time where lamps are lit to 
show the path to liberation and hope, and families come together 
to share gifts and traditional eats. New clothes are worn and 
multi-coloured fireworks adorn the night’s sky. It is also a time of 
personal reflection and caring for others. In this spirit of sharing 
and caring, a colleague and I purchased treats and food 
generally associated with this celebration for one of the families. 
We knew that without this food hamper they would have a dismal 
Diwali. 
“So you’ve bought lovely things for Allan and his family for 
Diwali”, Pam said. 
“Yes, we did and I hope that they enjoyed the treats. We were 
unable to buy them new clothes, but we hope that in some small 
way we have made their Diwali better. At least they had good food 
to eat”, I replied. 
“Can I tell you what they did with your generous hamper? Allan 
sold
3
 all the canned food and even the perishables for a song. 
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What you paid ten rand for they sold it for two rands and still the 
children did not have food to eat”.  
Devastated by these words and with disbelief I called the learner 
to whom we had given the food hamper. 
“Did you have a nice Diwali Anand?”, I enquired. 
“It was bad, mam. My father, he take all the nice things you give 
us mam, and he sell it. He then take all the money and he buy 
drink by the tavern. Then he come home and fight with my 
mother and he hit
4
 us too”, said Anand. 
We then realised that certain families were so desperate for cash 
that they would do anything to get it even as far as letting their 
children go begging for food. The adults in the family placed 
their ‘needs’ first above that of the impoverished child. These and 
many other instances were learning lessons on my journey. We 
had to screen all families thoroughly and that meant making on 
the spot decisions. We did not want to punish the child for the 
transgression of the parent but had to look at alternative ways to 
enhance that particular learner’s life. We looked upon these 
lessons learnt as opportunities for growth and we cut off ‘the 
barnacles on the hull’ and focussed our attention and resources 
on the child instead.  
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1. Barnacles are crustaceans that adhere to the hull of a ship. They feed off the creatures that 
are in the sea, however they are passive and don’t contribute anything positive. They create 
considerable drag for your ship, slowing you down and costing you in fuel. 
We realised that some parents are so desperate to ‘forget’ their troubles that they turn to 
alcohol and drugs as a form of escapism from reality. I liken these unfortunate souls to the 
barnacles on the hull of my ship, and using a sharp-edged sword cleaved them off. However, 
the rest of the family and especially the learner were catered for. 
Unfortunately, drugs and alcohol abuse is a very common problem in an impoverished setting 
and we have tried to educate these parents by networking with the social workers and the 
churches in our community in the hope that they would get help and counselling to overcome 
their addiction. This was successful for a small population, but unfortunately despite many 
efforts, we still have substance abuse. However, we do educate the other members of the 
household so that they are safe and able to care for themselves. 
2. Diwali is a traditional festival celebrated by Hindus and Jains. It is popularly known as “the 
festival of lights”and is a holiday. For Hindus it is one of the most important festivals and is 
celebrated by families performing traditional ‘pujas’ (prayers) or rituals together. Homes are 
cleaned and lamps are lit to invite in the Goddess Lakshmi - Goddess of wealth, both spiritual 
and material. Fireworks are set off to ward off evil, and family and friends come together and 
share sweetmeats and gifts. It is a time to rejoice and is a day when a spirit of generosity for 
those who are less fortunate than ourselves prevails. Traditionally, it is celebrated by having a 
bath with anointed oils, prayer, and adorning new clothes. It is one of the most revered 
festivals in the Hindu calendar as it also celebrates transcendence of good over evil, which 
leads to personal liberation. Past hurts and prejudices are forgiven and family and friends 
come together in joyous celebration.  
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3 We ask the adult responsible for the learner to call at school to collect the hamper. 
Generally, the learners are unable to carry it on their own, especially if it is a food hamper. 
This dad ‘opened’ up a little shop not far from the school gate where there are constant 
pedestrians. Everybody loves a bargain and people were quite happy to purchase quality 
goods at a reduced price. He very quickly sold ‘his stock’ and was off to meet his friends. 
4. Violence and abuse both physically and mentally are the norm in some of our learners’ 
lives. South Africa has amongst the highest rates of violence against women and children in 
the world. It is the hope that our learners’ sanctuary would be the school, where the child 
knows that s/he is loved and respected, and can witness behaviours amongst each other of 
caring, kindness and mutual respect. As a caring educator, I need to be the ‘balm’ in the open 
wound of the child. I need to search myself critically and deeply so as to ensure that the abuse 
my learner has endured is not repeated in my classroom. Many of my children are the victims 
of abuse and the scars tell the gruesome tale of the horrific weekend they had endured. Love 
and care are the only ammunition against this war, for although we report these very severe 
instances to the social worker, with photographic evidence as well, the mother very often 
returns to the abusive partner as she herself is unemployed and has no financial means to look 
after the children. This never-ending cycle continues until the children themselves are 
empowered enough to voice their concerns. Therefore, I make every attempt to ensure that 
my learners’ needs are met because, to some of them, mine is the only arms open for a hug. 
Despite the fact that you may caution them for a transgression, they would still love you, for 
they understand that you want the best for them.  
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Lines of flight  
                                                Deleuze & Guattari (1987) 
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NAUTICAL MILE FOUR 
A seafaring star 
Towering high up away from prying eyes, 
Your illuminating presence disperses its magic, 
To us mere mortals – a sprinkling to end strife. 
You are the balm to the distressed soul, 
giving voice and purpose to those in need, 
Encouraging and steadfast is your creed. 
Your dazzling, unstinting love, 
Holds me captivated in your embrace. 
You console me in adversity 
And guide me to the tinted rainbow, 
Carrying me over mountains 
To soar with the eagles. 
Bringing hope’s bright star 
With your consoling radiance 
And your endless embrace. 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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 FROM THE CROW’S NEST 
On this leg of my journeying, I seek to explore the creation of ‘apertures of hope’ (Dunlop, 
2008, p. 61), and what it would mean in the lives of my learners and the community. I also 
seek to explore the building of collaborative relationships (Cockrell, 2008, p. 201) and their 
implications. It is also a time to critically reflect, ponder and perhaps take stock of my actions 
and thoughts. It is like a self audit, where actions based on the outcomes of one’s reflexivity 
is engaged with. The purpose of this is to re(de)fine oneself and one’s praxis to (be)come the 
best one could possibly be. 
Life is a story which is “specifically human” (Arendt, 2001) and as such there are invaluable 
lessons to be learnt from it. Arendt attests: 
Although it is true that one cannot with impunity overrun the hierarchy of human 
activities…it is of the utmost urgency to save life by coming back to the ongoing 
exploration of the various forms it takes, its manner of becoming the other, and the 
complex figures that result from all of this…life does not fulfil itself unless it never 
ceases to inquire into both meaning and action; the revelatory character of action as 
well as the ability to produce stories… from which meaningfulness springs into and 
illuminates human existence. (p. 8) 
 
It is only when we fully immerse ourselves into the sea called life that we are truly able to 
experience its fullness, with the crashing of the waves, the ebb and flow, the waxing and 
waning of the tides, the gentle ripples and thunderous roars. These are all part of the intimate, 
interrelated relationship we share as a common humanity. 
As Dunlop (2008) alludes to this reality: 
We write ourselves as we read. In these perceptions of reading and writing lies an 
aperture of hope. (This) opens us to the complexities, the richness and multiplicities 
of human nature and its possibilities, the infinitely diverse ways of knowing the 
world. (p. 246) 
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Only when we look at ourselves through the lens of possibilities are we able to create these 
‘apertures of hope’. Although they may be miniscule or few and far between in the hurried 
pace of daily life, their existence, I believe, creates opportunities for dialogue and others to 
join in and prize it open to reveal its dazzling, enchanting light bursting forth with envisioned 
possibilities. As our journeys unfold, written with(in) and between the teaching and 
imagination of our actions and inscribed in our interactions, we (re)discover different facets 
of our being. It is these tangible inroads that allow us to speak about our human experiences 
and our common humanity. Thus, these texts become exploratory, explanatory and inspire 
hope through the rich tapestry of life and our interwovenness with each other’s lives. It 
explores and gives meaning to our diverse cultural practices with their multiple meanings, 
and therein lies the ‘aperture of hope’ as a means to build bridges and not walls with(in) our 
community.  Long ago, in our Indian culture, the school was seen as an ‘aperture of hope’ 
and all social gatherings and families’ lives were intricately tied to the school, as being 
educated was an important aspiration. What has been lost in the community called our school 
is that we see it as a compartmentalised process, separate from the community and the 
realities of that community and everyday life? How can this mean ‘education’? 
Another thread that I would like to explore further is one of Ubuntu. This philosophy of 
‘humble togetherness’, as Swanson (2009) relates it, as a disposition of healing and 
forgiveness, engenders spaces for these ‘apertures of hope’ to be prized open and draw in the 
light. Swanson (ibid) explains: “Ubuntu is borne out of the philosophy that community 
strength comes of community support, and that dignity and identity are achieved through 
mutualism, empathy, generosity and community commitment” (p. 10). This strength of 
community is visceral and embodied, and this interrelationship or connectedness links us to a 
common humanity. This encapsulates the spiritual, which encourages us to work in unity, 
thus giving expression to hope and transcendence. It offers opportunities for us to work 
receptively with others, with an open heart engendering a generosity of spirit. Individualism 
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is cast aside and productive mutualism begins to blossom. This disposition of Ubuntu helps 
us seek and find pathways for social justice, a common responsibility, and a collective sense 
of wellbeing. It offers spaces for obligation and accountability to flourish, whilst acceptance 
of our differences and care for each other is valued. This is achieved through our ethical 
commitment to each other in a spirit of humility. There is reciprocity and respectful 
understanding of cultural diversity thus ensuring that our spiritual and personal transcendence 
take flight. As Anne Mungai (2009, p. 37) powerfully reminds us:  
The ocean is – 
because 
The drops are… 
I am –  
because 
We are… 
 
Another thread that I seek to explore is transformative education. As Dewey (1916, p. 50) in 
Cockrell (2005, p.75) infers: “…the educational process is one of continual reorganizing, 
reconstructing, transforming.” We, as educators need to be aware of this and create 
opportunities or spaces for transformative education to take place. I am reminded of the 
words I read on a sugar sachet as I enjoyed a cup of tea with my daughters to celebrate 
Women’s Day:    
                                       Treat people as if they were what they ought to be, 
and you will help them become 
what they are capable of becoming. 
Johann Wolfgang von Goethe 
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This bears resonance with transformative education in the sense that by embodying this 
mantra as a philosophy of teaching, it would allow for my learners to be treated with love, 
respect and dignity. Each and every individual has something positive to bring to our 
existence, with their rich life experiences, culture and spirituality. As I have stated before and 
reiterate here, it is only when learners feel valued and cared for that they are able to thrive 
and blossom. It is only then that they can self-actualise and become contributory to their own 
lives and that of their communities. Such a disposition towards education is about being 
open-minded, thinking, listening and feeling with the heart rather than with the head only. It 
is only then that the aperture of light such teaching philosophy prizes open will permit the 
possibility of hope and transcendence to reign supreme. It is only through the practice of 
freedom that freedom can be created.  
 
Cockrell (ibid) references this orientation as:  “spaces where learners can critically reflect 
and, as a result, shift epistemologically how they know what they know, from the ‘socialized 
to the self-authoring mind’ (Kegan, 2000, p. 65)”. Mezirow (2003), in underwriting his 
position, says: 
 
…from the perspective of transformative learning, the role of the adult educator is to 
create the adult educator role both as a facilitator of reasoning in a learning situation 
and a cultural activist fostering the social, economic, and political conditions required 
for fuller, freer participation in critical reflection and discourse by all adults in a 
democratic society. (p. 63) 
 
 
I align myself with the belief that every learner has latent within them the potential for 
success, not just the kind of success that our current schooling systems prescribe, which is 
learning numeracy, literacy and slews of information, but success in learning how to live well 
with oneself and others. It is the task of both the learner and educator alike to nurture and 
allow this latent potential to blossom. Often, the educator takes the lead as s/he is the adult in 
this two-way relationship, but as time passes their roles are constantly interchanging as 
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meaningful engagement and learning takes place. This joint adventure is constantly shifting 
and morphing into new emergent growth and knowledge. 
  
Connections are made and both the learner and teacher develop enhanced capacities, which 
engender competence, respectfulness and a positive disposition towards learning. I believe 
that learners begin to feel part of this shared meaning-making and they start building positive 
attitudes and self-esteem. They feel that their input is valued and that they have a voice, 
which engenders a spirit of love and togetherness. In my class, I have learnt to develop the 
capacity such that each and every learner is given a chance to share their experiences, 
concerns, insights and wisdoms. This has bonded us together as a family and each one looks 
out for the other. There is love, respect and invaluable learning that is taking place. Peer or 
buddy teaching is a norm in my class and all learners are given opportunities to share their 
expertise and knowledge in whatever area they are eager to shine. Incentives are discussed as 
a class and learners are rewarded when they have achieved certain goals, e.g. the star learner 
of the month – the learner who displays exceptional qualities of caring for others, of sharing 
and caring for the environment, of remarkable academic excellence, or of being conscious of 
social responsibility – is awarded a certificate and a badge, which s/he wears for a month. 
These learners are photographed and much publicity is given to these learners. Every class 
has a star learner every month and this makes the dream of being a star learner more 
attainable, because the philosophy that is disseminated is: if s/he can do it, then so can I.  
 
I believe that through these philosophies and practices, learners begin to feel that their 
learning is personally relevant to them and their attitude to learning changes so that they 
become more curious of learning. They also feel that they have a choice. Consequently, 
meaning in their lives is enhanced when they are challenged and the learning experience is 
engaging them. Because it encompasses aspects of their life experiences, they relate more 
easily to the kind of learning that fosters this. This is progressive education at its best. If I 
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asked my learners to write about an aeroplane ride, not one would be able to string the 
necessary words together to make a coherent sentence. Although my learners may see or hear 
the aeroplanes go by, it is far removed from their life experiences. Therefore, even when we 
are discussing mathematical problems or any content area, I always do my best to include 
their lived experiences as examples. So, problem solving with fractions might include 
collecting water from the communal tap, rather than sharing a pizza with three friends in a 
restaurant. I use their lived experiences as a starting point as it is meaningful to them and they 
can relate to it more easily. On this note, I believe that educators need to be driven by passion 
and the unquenchable thirst to make a positive difference in the lives of their learners. As 
Jansen (2013) reflects on this reality: 
South Africa desperately needs passionate teachers who understand their role as 
leaders in the classroom, and  only twenty percent of schools are able to find and keep 
such teachers…Schools don’t know how to get and keep good teachers. And getting 
good teachers makes the world of difference …Everyday when you step up to the 
plate in the classroom, you are being watched as a leader by your pupils. How you 
teach, behave…it is all being watched. You have no idea how powerful an impact 
your presence has on young people trying to make sense of life…I know being a 
teacher today in South Africa is difficult…A child remembers a teacher who was kind 
to them, who listened and took them seriously. They won’t remember you for being 
able to solve a quadratic equation…You can’t tell a child how to live their lives, but 
you can show them. I’m aware that my purpose as leader is to inspire people. I know 
that it is sometimes very tough…but it’s our role that sometimes requires sacrifice. (p. 
10)  
 
 
To many educators, teaching is a job that gives you many holidays and an early finishing 
time. It has been my experience in South African schools that few educators genuinely teach 
for the love of the job. Yet they do themselves a disservice. It is only when you are able to 
love your learners and take a deep interest in their wellbeing that you will find self-fulfilment 
and joy. I have come to realise that teaching is a sacred task that requires your whole-hearted 
commitment and dedication. I can safely say that after twenty seven years, I still love my 
children and am dedicated to making a difference in their lives. It does take sacrifice and I am 
always early at school and leave only when I have finished my tasks for the day. Upon 
reflection, a strong sense of community exists at our school and both parents and learners 
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alike know which educators to go to if they need help or assistance. This is what I cherish 
about this sacred vocation. This is what makes a difference in my own life. This is what 
makes my vocation and the way I am choosing to live it a practice of freedom.   
 
The task may be sacred, but it is often very challenging. The fact that I have done a lay 
counselling course has also held me in good stead, and when it came to assisting learners 
whose parents, siblings or other family members were affected and infected by the 
HIV/A.I.D.S virus I had the requisite knowledge to know what to do under the circumstance. 
Some of our learners are infected and I was able to direct them to seek the necessary help and 
support. By building collaborative relationships with the clinics and the state hospital, this 
ensured that our learners and their families were directed to the correct channels to receive 
the necessary support. 
 
Being an educator, especially in the formative years of a child’s life – a teacher in the 
Foundation Phase, means that you have to be multi-talented, multi-focussed and be aware of 
the imprint you are leaving on the lives of your young charges. I have learnt, as I have 
mentioned before a few times, that you must tread softly, lightly and lovingly so as to unfurl 
the beautiful blossom awaiting a gentle, yet loving touch.  
 
The human spirit in essence is always present and forgiving. I have learnt that a learner 
would very easily forgive your gently reprimanding her/him if s/he realises it is for her/his 
own good, as long as they know that you are being fair and that your actions are taken with 
love and care for them. Learners are able to read one like a book and they may often know 
you better than you know yourself. When they encounter an educator who takes their 
concerns seriously and has faith in their ability to succeed, they would push the boundaries to 
prove that they are capable. Some educators are clinical in their approach to teaching and 
opportunities are not created for meaningful bonding and engagement beyond the imparting 
of the set curriculum. This approach is detrimental to the wellbeing of both the educator and 
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learner as the educator has no clue as to the learner s/he is educating, and likewise the 
educator gains little satisfaction or meaning in their vocation.  
 
I believe that teaching involves the heart and the head. One cannot profess to be an educator 
if both are not involved in the educational process. A caring, reciprocal relationship with joint 
vision and engagement is only possible when all involved are treated equally and a spirit of 
teamwork prevails. In my class, learners are made aware of the acronym T .E. A. M.: 
T-together, E-everyone, A-achieves, M-more. There is no space for the ego or ‘I’ in our team 
and we all work together for the holistic development of our class. There exists a strong sense 
of identity and learners want to be seen in a positive light. There are squabbles and 
differences that exist just as in any large family, however these are always amicably resolved 
and a just and robust spirit tends to prevail. This striving for a collective good attends with a 
philosophy of freedom and spirituality, and I believe that it is this belief in something larger, 
better, more meaningful than our individual selves that is at the core of good teaching and of 
what it means to be human with your learners.                      
 
Tisdell (2003) in Cockrell (2005, p. 86-88) defines spirituality as meaning-making through 
interconnectedness with other humans. Tisdell says that “spirituality is always present 
(though often unacknowledged) in the learning environment…and is how people construct 
knowledge through largely unconscious and symbolic processes…[it] often happens by 
surprise” (p. 29). While Tisdell makes recommendations for the higher education classroom, 
the principles equally apply to the Foundation Phase classroom as well. Thus, Tisdell 
recommends some elements that might make up a spiritually-grounded and culturally-
relevant pedagogy for the possibility of transformative learning. Amongst these are: an 
emphasis on authenticity (both spiritual and cultural); an environment that allows for the 
exploration of  the cognitive (through readings and discussion of ideas);  the affective and 
relational (through connection with other people and connection of ideas to life experience); 
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the symbolic (through art forms such as poetry, visual art, music, drama); readings that reflect 
the cultures of the members of the class, and the cultural pluralism of the geographical area 
relevant to the course content; exploration of individual and communal dimensions of cultural 
and other dimensions of identity; and collaborative work that envisions and presents 
manifestations of multiple dimensions of learning and strategies for change (p. 212 - 213). 
Each of these recommendations opens up possibilities of thinking about education in its 
spiritual alternatives rather than in its narrow instrumentalist way that is dominant in our 
schooling system today.  
 
For authentic engagement to occur, educators need to be mindful of Tisdell’s 
recommendation so that education beyond the set curriculum is achieved. Effective teaching 
is only possible via the identity, integrity and authenticity of the teacher. What I also believe 
to be key is the authenticity of the relationship with the learner. It goes beyond technique 
only and embodies the energy that creates a kind of magic, the enchantment of spirit and the 
authentic presence of the educator. There is connectedness with the knowledge shared and the 
participants. Good teachers seek to inspire, move their students beyond their self-imposed 
boundaries, and offer a vision for hope and transcendence. 
 
Palmer (1998) in Cockrell (2005) says: 
 
good teachers possess a capacity for connectedness…the connections made by good 
teachers are held not in their methods but in their hearts – meaning heart in its ancient 
sense, as the place where intellect and emotion and spirit and will converge in the 
human self. (p. 11) 
 
 
As an educator exploring ways to make learning possible for all learners, the wisdom that I 
learnt was that only when there is interconnectedness, love, integrity, trust, authentic listening 
(beyond the ears and with the heart), attunement, patience and respect for differences will the 
doors be open for constructive engagement. 
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This is endorsed by hooks when she says that in order to engage students, teachers “must be 
totally present in the moment, totally concentrated and focused” (hooks, 2003, p. 14) and 
“must practice being vulnerable in the classroom, being wholly present in mind, body, and 
spirit” (hooks, 1994, p. 21). This bears resonance with Nouwens (1972) theory of our 
“woundedness”, which leads to emergent growth and diverse possibilities. I have come to 
understand that it is only when we are vulnerable and open that we are able to truly empathise 
and feel the pain of others. 
 
Freire’s (1970) notion of ‘conscientisation’ in the classroom is of critical importance as it 
allows for my learners to be critically conscious of their learning and allows for them to be 
critically engaged. It also makes them critically aware of injustice, marginalisation and 
oppression so that they are empowered to one day change this state of affairs for themselves 
and their community. I have paid extra attention, through my reflective coming-to-know, to 
ensure that my learners are active participants and not passive listeners only. Examples to 
illustrate content in the expected curriculum is always taken from the life experiences of my 
learners as it is meaningful to them and tends to relate to their lived experiences. It is about 
shifting my mindset, attitudes and habits and to become critically reflective of my own 
practice. I believe that this has in turn enabled me to be(come) a better educator and a more 
humane person as well. 
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ALL HANDS1 ON DECK 
 
This vignette or narrative rendering is about creating an awareness about others who may 
differ in beliefs, social setting or values. It is about reaching out to others who may seem 
different and accepting these differences graciously, connecting and coming together with 
‘humble togetherness’ (Swanson, 2007) or Ubuntu. It is about the simple brotherhood and 
sisterhood of mankind linking all of us together in a common humanity. 
It is a Southern African philosophy that is able to transcend time and space and join us to 
seek the good in others through the expression of caring for others. This allows us 
opportunities to make tangible differences and thread wellbeing into the lives of others. 
Whilst providing discourse about kids that are enduring the trauma of living with the life-
limiting illness of cancer, much dialogue was also entered into about their own personal 
wellbeing. Many learners shared their stories about friends and family who were also 
affected by cancer and about some of the ways that we could conquer this illness, such as 
good nutrition, exercise, avoiding carcinogenic-causing foods (like our national pastime of 
braaing (barbecuing), and self-responsibility, acknowledging that not all cancers are as a 
result of unhealthy living either. 
It is also a time to create the awareness of hope and, although these little boys and girls may 
be affected by cancer, they are still children and have the same dreams and aspirations, such 
as wanting to be a princess or a pirate. It is also about unfolding the value of caring in 
society, which is our ethical responsibility, and bringing in the rainbow of love and 
selflessness. 
Despite the stipulated curriculum, an alternative, spiritual curriculum is encouraged, one 
which engenders deep tangible bonds being developed that bind us and compel us to act 
morally and embrace people and diverse circumstances with open arms. 
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CUPCAKES FOR KIDS WITH CANCER2 
Sizwe leered tentatively into the classroom which was a hub of flurried activity. His mind 
raced with excitement and his chest swelled with palpable anticipation. With only the 
graceful clumsiness a child could muster, he pulls the neck strap of the apron over his head. 
His teeth glisten with a broad smile that becomes the focal attraction of his visage. 
The blue check material of his apron matched his chef’s hat that sat jauntily askew on his 
small head. He exuded jubilance and excitement. His eyes sparkled with a spirit of adventure 
and eagerness to tackle the task at hand. With his broad grin he impatiently shuffles forward 
as he awaits his turn at the first work station. 
Sizwe laps up the jovial atmosphere that permeates the room. Being the stereotypical young 
child that he is, his attention shifts to follow two colourful playful butterflies fluttering in the 
balmy breeze. He is fascinated by the ease in which they daintily and delicately dance in the 
air together. This momentary digression passes as rapidly as it came as he realises that he is 
next in line to begin his masterpiece. 
The room is set with different work stations, each one similar to that of a factory completing 
a particular item produced. At the first station, there are freshly baked cupcakes which are 
un-iced. The next station displays various coloured icing in piping bags, the next station was 
overflowing with an assortment of vibrantly coloured baking décor, candy and sweets, and 
the last station has decorative tags, cupcake casings and shimmery, edible sugar dust in a 
variety of colours. 
Finally it is his turn. He seems to float to the first station.  
“Are you vegetarian? Would you like an egg-less cupcake?” Thandi asks him. 
“No mam, I would prefer an ordinary cupcake”,  he answers with trepidation. 
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He cups his hands and Thandi places the cupcake into his upturned palms. A smile dances on 
his lips as he glances down at this and his blank canvas. 
He uses the blunt-edged utility knife and he smears a thin layer of icing on the cupcake using 
all fingers and thumbs. He is delighted and creative juices course through his veins 
manifested in the creation before him.    
With the assistance of one of the parents3, he manipulates the piping bags with his minute 
hands using the various colours to create his own cupcake masterpiece. This work of art 
needs patience and subtle guidance as he expresses his creativity. He is soothingly assisted 
and all too soon it is time to move onto the next station. 
The tip of his tongue presses through his lips as he tries to wrap his youthful mind around the 
wide variety of embellishments that lay before him. He can choose from the coloured 
chocolate sprinkles, the iced flowers, sweets and jelly-tots as he embellishes his personalised 
‘masterpiece’. He then moves onto the final station where he places his masterpiece into a 
casing and brushes on some fairy dust of edible glitter. Triumphantly he stops and admires 
his handiwork before he is goes back to his class to continue with the usual curriculum.4   His 
reward is in the giving, for the proceeds of his creation go to children with cancer. He has 
proudly been part of the initiative.    
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RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1 It is through combined effort, where each person’s hands are needed to make a difference. 
Therefore, each and every human, despite their own weakness (Vanier, 2006) and 
woundedness (Nouwens, 1972) have some gift to bring to humanity. It is this gift that unfolds 
to join us together as a team and makes tangible inroads in the lives of others. 
2 This opportunity that was created was one of the initiatives that the Women’s Committee 
had embarked on to create awareness and raise funds for kids who are struggling to cope with 
cancer. Whilst stimulating the learner’s creativity, this activity also allowed our learners to be 
able to be selfless and to realise how fortunate they are not to have a life-limiting illness like 
cancer. It engenders a spirit of Ubuntu (Swanson, 2007) and hopefully these little seeds that 
were sown would blossom and they would reach fruition as socially-responsible adults in the 
future. 
As part of our social responsibility programme, annually the Women’s Committee adopts 
different organisations who are in need of assistance. We embark on different programmes to 
be of assistance to these organisations and make our small contribution towards assisting 
them either by a monetary or a material donation. The Women’s Committee is made up of 
educators from the school and members of the community. The ethos of this small, yet 
dynamic team resonates with the saying that ‘dynamite comes in small packages’. No task is 
too big for them to accomplish and they have received many awards and accolades.  
3 The motivation behind the formation of this committee some nine years back was to 
empower women in the informal settlement community via the various skills workshops and 
to care for the indigent learners at our school. A very fledgling committee was formed and we 
ran under the banner and auspices of our school. There is accountability at every level and a 
full executive with the different portfolios as well. Our financial records are audited internally 
and by an outside auditor as well. We have enjoyed many successes and we did have failures 
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as well. We looked at these failures as opportunities for growth and went back to the drawing 
board to remedy and move our vision forward. Many women have secured employment via 
the various workshops that are run. Women are also taught craft and ways to enhance their 
home. Motivational speakers talk to them about caring for their families, about health care, 
grooming and making their ‘house a home’. 
We have also embarked on a homework support programme that caters for learners who do 
not have a home environment conducive to doing their homework. Tables are set up and 
these learners, with the written consent of the parent, stay in after school and complete their 
homework. We do offer these learners a light snack as it is at the end of the school day. 
Educators and members of the Women’s Committee take turns to assist and supervise this 
group of learners. At the end of the term, these dedicated learners are offered a treat like 
watching a movie at school to reward them for their concerted effort during the term, as we 
realise that “all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy”. The progress of these learners is 
tracked and we applaud their successes and look at ways to remedy the underachiever by 
collaborating with colleagues and other outside organisations.  
We seek to explore ways of adding value to the lives of our learners whilst prompting them to 
look beyond into the world around us, thus making tiny inroads into caring for others and 
building a stronger, wiser nation. Like the Ghandian philosophy ‘be the change you want to 
see’ (www.goodreads.com/quotes/24499-be-the-change), we try to instil universal values of 
love and care as part of our ‘extended’ curriculum. I say extended curriculum, but know in 
my heart that it should be the centre of our curriculum. The realisation that learning can be 
fun is also part of the refining process and we seek novel, creative ideas to engage our 
learners in the quest for an engaging, motivating, holistic education. 
As Miller (2000) tells us:  
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Holistic education is a philosophy of education4 based on the premise that each person 
finds identity, meaning, and purpose in life through connections to the community, to 
the natural world, and to humanitarian values such as compassion and peace. Holistic 
education aims to call forth from people an intrinsic reverence for life and a 
passionate love of learning…Robin Ann Martin (2003) describes this further by 
stating, “At its most general level, what distinguishes holistic education from other 
forms of education are its goals, its attention to experiential learning, and the 
significance that it places on relationships and primary human values within the 
learning environment”. (p. 1) 
 
This reciprocal interconnectedness of our being and ‘being together’ is only possible through 
awareness of others and their lived realities, and through consciously moving our learners out 
of their ‘comfort zones’. We intentionally provoke our learners to think of others who are less 
fortunate than themselves thus unfurling gratitude for their own dispositions and engendering 
a spirit of unconditional love, hope and respect. 
Vanier (2003) references this active caring for others in terms of a vision, a sense of hope, 
and a belief in peace. He says:  
My hope is that more and more people will discover that the peace we all yearn for 
…(is) the task of each one of us. We can all become makers of peace. The future of 
the world is in the hands of each of us, and it depends on our commitment together 
with others for peace, each according to our own gifts and responsibilities…but of 
rediscovering a vision, a path of hope for all of humanity. (p. 6) 
 
It is possible for each of us to recognise the intrinsic gifts we possess and use these gifts to 
help build bridges and not enclose walls. Each one of us has something unique and worthy to 
contribute to society, and however big or small, can have a mighty impact on the lives of 
others. I believe we need to open ourselves to change and enter into true, authentic 
relationships that would engender a spirit of togetherness and love. This loving kindness 
provides the ‘aperture of hope’ for peace and goodwill to prosper. This, I believe, would help 
heal the atrocities of the past and bind us together, charting a new course where we uncover 
our common humanity. 
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FINDING TREASURE1 
LEADING LADY2 
Her deportment is confident and she exudes a kind of charisma and grace. Her well shod feet 
speak of elegance, yet there seems to be an aura of secrecy about her. When you glanced at 
her face, she looks mysterious and is enwrapped in her own world, blissfully unaware of the 
stir or excitement her presence has elicited. 
When her name is announced, she looks dumbstruck and it takes her a few moments to realise 
it. She stands up tremblingly and when you look closely at her face, her eyes glisten with 
tears of joy. She seems to float towards the podium with her personal brand of poise and 
dignity amidst the deafening roar of applause. 
“Thank you, thank you for your kindness”, she utters with humility. 
“Good morning to each one present here. I am truly humbled by the recognition of this 
award”. 
“I did not expect something so grand and I can see the good work that this school is doing. I 
too run a crèche and I started it from my home, because I could see that the parents who 
were working had nowhere to leave their kids. They were forced to leave them with a 
neighbour or go-go (grandmother) and these children3 were not safe. They run and play 
outside where strangers on drugs are lurking. So I started looking after them, at my home, 
but it became impossible because there were too many kids and I needed help. I appealed for 
donations and a container was donated to house the children …” 
“But, what do I feed them?” she continues. “I and other women in the community began 
planting vegetables in the area nearby; vegetables like spinach (umfino) to eat with the pap 
or porridge for lunch. But, this was not enough as the number of children were growing. An 
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‘angel’ (referring to Evelyn seated at her table) stepped in and a tunnel garden was 
sponsored with all the skills and expertise required. I trained some of the women in the local 
community to take care of the project so that the community could enjoy the produce and 
have a full belly as well whilst sustaining this initiative”. 
Her voice carried the passion and drive that it takes to ensure the success of the project, and 
although she may have faced many hardships and challenges she very lightly used them as 
jokes to embellish her speech, like the time when she had two women helpers, herself, and 
only primitive gardening implements to clear two acres of land. Her calloused hands speak of 
her work ethic as she leads by example and is prepared to do what it takes to see a task to 
fruition, and the wisdom saying, ‘where there’s a will there is a way’, springs to mind. 
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                                       RHIZOMATIC CONVERSATIONS 
1Treasure means something of value. It is generally associated with riches like gold and gems 
and is sought after. Here, I have inferred that the ‘treasure’ that is sought after is a person 
because of the value she adds to the lives of others. She is prized, for these treasures are few 
and far between in society.  
In the community that I work in, there are not many really ‘good’ role models that our 
learners can aspire to be like or emulate. We recognise the importance of role models and of 
showing deference to their positive, selfless contributions. Therefore, we decided to honour a 
woman annually who goes the extra mile in bringing love and hope. We believe that by 
highlighting these selfless souls, it would provide inspiration – and therein lies the possibility 
of hope that our learners can look up to these women as worthy role models. It is especially 
important in a societal context where women are often subjugated, marginalised and abused. 
Strong, capable and caring women need to be promoted and respected. They need to be 
shown up as role models for young girls and other women.  
It is very prevalent in our community for girls as young as sixteen or seventeen to become 
mothers out of wedlock. Most of them are involved with foreign nationals from other parts of 
Africa who are intent on seeking citizenship. These naïve girls assume that by having a child 
this would ensure that they are cared for, however they soon realise that not only do they 
have another mouth to feed with the limited resources available, but they are also subjected to 
violence and abuse. It is a self-perpetuating cycle where the violence of poverty and 
oppression is glaringly visible. These young mothers have no option but to seek employment 
to meet their financial obligations. The very fact that they are desperate and not properly 
educated leaves them open to deplorable working conditions with minimal pay. An easier, 
more lucrative option is for these young women to become prostitutes. They are promised the 
world and initially are treated very well by their pimps. As time goes on they are introduced 
129 
 
to drugs and their entire lives are wasted. Soon they are unable to care for their child and are 
only concerned about their own survival. Sadly, these women expose themselves to the high 
risk of H.I.V. infections and other sexually-transmitted diseases. I have witnessed this 
scenario over and over again within the community I teach, more times than I would ever 
care to imagine. It is a sad, unyielding reality that fosters despair, abuse, depravity and 
hopelessness.  
In the twenty seven years that I have worked in this community, I still reel from the shock of 
discovering that some of my children have become victims of this cycle of poverty. 
Therefore, as a Women’s Committee we endeavour to provide a semblance of hope via the 
many initiatives that we embark upon. We talk to the young students about abstinence, 
practising safe sex, the intentions of some of their partners, about making good choices, and 
also about the dangers of getting involved with drugs and alcohol. Unfortunately, some of 
these young women have grown up in these same circumstances and history repeats itself. 
They know no better and think that this is the only way of life. We realise that our efforts are 
limited and that we cannot save the world, but if we have made a difference even in one 
learner’s life then we know that all the effort has been worthwhile. 
 2 This is the strength and calibre of women who grace us with their infinite wisdom and 
presence. Annually the Women’s Committee honours a ‘Leading Lady’. This person must 
embody inspiration and hope whilst providing valuable service to the community. She must 
have the drive and perseverance to make sterling contributions to humanity. It is not the 
financial benefits that count, but the little acts of kindness that may sometimes go unsung but 
that leave indelible imprints in the hearts of others. Many nominations are received and the 
correct protocol is observed via the written nominations as well. The committee peruses 
through all nominations and when a possible nominee is selected, stringent checks and 
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verification takes place. The recipient is then informed that she has been nominated and that 
we would be honoured by her presence at our Women’s Day celebration in August. 
The bust of queen Nefferitti is our floating trophy. This iconic symbol in ancient Egyptian 
mythology is significant in that she was a well-respected high priestess who was recognised 
for her humility, piousness and perseverance. She was also known as ‘the life giving rays of 
the sun’, which is symbolic of hope and inspiration. Along with this accolade, much publicity 
is created as it appears in the local newspapers and creates inspiration and hope for our 
community. Many material gifts and flowers accompany this award. However, the most 
important gift is the one of humility and service to humanity. I am reminded of the words of 
Mother Teresa, “I am a pencil in God’s hand” (in Greene, 2009, p. 140). Greene (ibid) further 
attests to this humility and sacredness in her descriptions of Mother Teresa and the work her 
fellow sisters undertook:  
She inspired many people not through powerful speeches or magnificent works but 
because she exemplified a way, imperfect as it was at times, of using the power of 
love to heal and save…key to understanding Mother Teresa is the sacredness with 
which they treat all people in the humble way of carrying out their work. (p. 139) 
 
3 We seek to highlight some of the selfless souls who create ‘apertures of hope’ (Dunlop, 
2008) compared to those who are marginalised and ignored by society by the political 
situatedness of the majority party and the extant structures of our society that hold these 
oppressions in place. It is with a heavy heart that we observe that the poorest of the poor are 
sometimes worse off now than they were during the apartheid regime. What a shame this is, 
what an insult to those who fought for freedom, not only racially, but from the destruction 
apartheid caused. My intention in saying this should not be misunderstood, as I am dedicated 
to supporting a political system that liberates and shares equally the resources to uplift all of 
humanity, but I realise that even after twenty years of democracy, the gap between the rich 
and the poor has become a chasm with no connecting bridges or walkways to liberate the 
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poorest of the poor. Our education system, I believe, is too impoverished to close the 
yawning gap as it stands. Thus, we look for other threads, alternatives, pathways or apertures 
of hope and light. As a Woman’s Committee, we seek to build bridges that speak of the 
possibilities of uplifting humanity. We realise that these efforts are very miniscule in 
comparison to the multitude of lack or deficit, but it may certainly collectively add value in 
the boundless ocean of possibility and a humanising hope. For as Nelson Mandela (in Crwys-
Williams, 2004) says, when speaking on poverty:  
It should never be that the anger of the poor should be the finger of accusation pointed 
at all of us because we failed to respond to the cries of the people for food, for shelter, 
for the dignity of the individual. None can be at peace while others wallow in poverty 
and insecurity. (p. 85-86) 
 
It was Madiba’s (Nelson Mandela) dream that I try to live out in my teaching and community 
work here; a dream of a just and equal society where everyone irrespective of race, creed or 
birth may live in harmony and prosperously with others, with dignity and grace. I align 
myself with these wise words and endeavour to make tangible differences in the lives of my 
learners. I am committed to my learners and am always trying to keep abreast of the current 
changes in education so as to engage my learners holistically. I strive to bring back the heart 
in education, and although my learners may not know all the right answers, I know in my 
own heart that they are loved, valued, respected, and treated with dignity. 
Upon reflection, I realise that this journeying is continuing and there are many more nautical 
miles to navigate. There are many more stories to tell that have contributed to my personal 
growth as an individual and educator. However, it is imperative for me, where I am 
positioned now, that I bring this leg of my journeying to a close with the wisdom quoted from 
Mother Teresa, http://www.goodreads.com/quotes/33359-let-no-one-ever-come-to-you-
without-leaving-better: 
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Let no one ever come to you without leaving better and happier. 
Be the living expression of God’s kindness 
Kindness in your face, kindness in your eyes, 
Kindness in your smile. 
 
These words resonate with me and find a place in my heart as I seek to find opportunities to 
be the loving expression of God’s kindness to my learners and the community I work in. I 
aspire to create hope, love and add joy in my small way by making the lives of our 
marginalised learners more bearable. I further seek to create openings or spaces for 
transcendence by breaking free of the shackles of oppression so that my learners can realise 
that they are valued and are be able to reach their full potential. 
I echo the words of Dalene Swanson (2001) in my own narrative rendering as this leg of my 
journey comes to a close, starting out where I have begun. She posits: “My narrative finds its 
resolution in its circularity. This is in consideration and celebration of a more African 
epistemology. It also reflects my own personal growth as nonlinear…and my experiences 
living in Africa” (p. 316).  
As the stars come out in the dusky moonlight, I am drawn to the shoreline with its 
illuminating lighthouse, blinking methodically in a dark sky. I realise that this leg of my 
journeying must also come to a close. It is from the deck of my once wayward ship that I 
ponder about the lessons and wisdoms learnt and their implications for a humane, loving and 
caring society, one that heals. I envision a just society, where every child may find success 
and is able to soar high up with the eagles. My personal growth is a spiral moving ever 
upward but never-ending, and I hope that the connections I have made will offer apertures of 
hope and transcendence – not only to myself, but also to my school, the endearing 
community I work in, and my beloved South Africa. I hope for it to do so through a broad, 
bold, courageous and dignifying practice of freedom and possibility.  
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LIFE IS LIKE A GARLAND 
LIFE IS LIKE A DELICATELY SCENTED GARLAND, 
                              WHICH HAS TWO ENDS, ONE DEPICTING BIRTH 
AND THE OTHER END DEATH. 
IN BETWEEN ARE THE TANTALIZING BLOSSOMS 
OF YOUR DREAMS, JOYS, SORROWS AND HOPES. 
ENSURE THAT THE GARLAND YOU ARE LIVING 
IS INSPIRATIONAL, IMBUED WITH TINGES OF 
HOPE, LOVE AND TRANSCEDENCE, 
FUELING THE FLAME OF INQUIRY, 
ENHANCING AND EMPOWERING 
OUR CHILDREN AND THUS OUR NATION 
RANJINI RAJOO 
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